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Abstract: 
This thesis explores the importance of Puffin Books to the making of modern children’s 
literature during the 1960s and 1970s. It examines the contemporary reception of Puffin 
Books to assess their quality as an imprint and argues that being a paperback imprint did 
not prevent the series from wielding great influence in shaping this period of book 
history. In particular the thesis investigates the role of Kaye Webb, the Puffin editor 
during these two transformational decades, in achieving Puffin’s high status. The study 
argues that Webb personally played a large part in the success of the company in her 
creation of a reading community which provided an audience for such high quality books 
and was the basis for a future generation of literary readers. Much of this was achieved 
through the Puffin Club and its magazine Puffin Post, started by Webb in 1967. 
The thesis first provides historical background for the Puffin imprint from its inception 
in 1940 as part of the Penguin family. It continues by examining how Webb’s early work 
led to her arrival at Puffin as a pioneering career woman. The focus of the remainder of 
the study is on key aspects of Puffin’s history which demonstrate how a combination of 
innovative business methods and artistic idealism gave rise to the Puffin phenomenon. 
These are:  
• 1963, a year in which Puffin’s quality is demonstrably high;  
• 1967, the year in which Puffin Post was founded;  
• historical fiction as a privileged genre of the 1960s;  
• realistic fiction of the 1970s.  
Research is heavily based on unpublished material at Seven Stories, the Centre for 
Children's Books in Newcastle upon Tyne. A wide range of Puffin Books is covered as 
part of the methodology for demonstrating reception and quality. 
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6Introduction 
The Puffin Phenomenon 
[Puffin] was praised not only by the foolish parent, but by carping 
teachers, and not only to my face. One pair of solid, middle-aged 
schoolmasters were heard to say to one another […] “Well you can always 
be sure of Puffins – and the O.U.P.” 
- Eleanor Graham to Sir Allen Lane, 5 December 1960, Penguin Archive, University of 
Bristol, DM1819/1/2. 
The confidence expressed in a paperback imprint by ‘solid, middle-aged schoolmasters’ 
lies at the heart of this study. That within two decades of launching the new imprint Allen 
Lane’s Puffins were regarded as equivalent to the prize-winning hardback children’s list 
of the venerable Oxford University Press is impressive; its lasting effects were even more 
significant. Widespread confidence in the Puffin list underpinned a revolution in 
publishing that saw paperbacks supersede hardbacks as income streams and ownership of 
publishing houses changed and children’s lists became significant parts of commercial 
operations. While the shared history of its parent company, Penguin Books, and founder, 
Allen Lane, has been told many times (see for instance Jeremy Lewis, Penguin Special: 
The Life and Times of Allen Lane (2005), J. E. Morpurgo, Allen Lane: King Penguin: A 
Biography (1979); Penguin Books, Fifty Penguin Years (1985) and Phil Baines, Penguin 
by Design (2005)), the origins and development of Puffin have received little scrutiny.1
Kaye Webb was the editor of Puffin from 1961 to 1979. Her personal archive, the source 
of much of the primary research in this thesis, both documents this important aspect of 
book history and provides insights into the strategies of this ‘pioneer career woman,’ a 
term used by Rebecca Abrams to describe those women who were ‘active in the sphere of 
paid work in the public domain at a time when the professions were still male-
                                                 
1 Jeremy Lewis, Penguin Special: The Life and Times of Allen Lane (London: Penguin, 2006) [2005]; J. E. 
Morpurgo, Allen Lane: King Penguin: A Biography (London: Hutchinson, 1979); Penguin Books, Fifty 
Penguin Years (Harmondsworth: Penguin,1985); Phil Baines, Penguin by Design: A Cover Story, 1935-
2005 (London: Allen Lane, 2005). 
7dominated’.2 Abrams’ study, based on oral histories of ten of these ‘pioneers’, has direct 
relevance since all were born between 1907 and 1929 as was Webb (1914-1996). 
The Puffin story is inseparable from that of Kaye Webb. Together they were at the 
centre of a network of children’s book creators – authors, critics, editors, illustrators and 
publishers – who all contributed to bringing into being an era in which British children’s 
publishing was both admired for its creativity and quality and became an economically 
significant aspect of the publishing business. How a paperback publisher wielded such 
influence at a time when, with very few exceptions, children’s books were originated as 
hardbacks, is one of the research questions traced through examination of Webb’s 
archive. The archive, held at Seven Stories, The Centre for Children’s Books in 
Newcastle upon Tyne, makes few distinctions between the personal and the private. This 
not only reflects Webb’s working practices but, as will be demonstrated, was central to 
the rise of Puffin. To understand the company’s success it is, therefore, important to 
understand Kaye Webb and the particular set of publishing skills and personal attributes, 
attitudes and aspirations she brought to Puffin. For that reason this thesis, the first 
sustained scholarly study of Puffin Books, treats biographical information about this 
charismatic businesswoman, who was both the public face and the driving force behind 
Puffin books in these formative years, as germane to an investigation of this aspect of 
book history. 
Literature Review 
Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker began the task of charting and analysing the 
history of children’s publishing in the second half of the twentieth century by recording 
interviews with many of the leading figures from the children’s publishing industry since 
1945 at the end of the last century. The resulting oral archive and edited volume, 
Children’s Book Publishing in Britain Since 1945 (1998), capture and document key 
developments in children’s publishing after World War Two.3 Because of the changing 
nature of communication and publishing practices there is a high risk that further original 
                                                 
2 Rebecca Abrams, Woman in a Man’s World: Pioneering Career Women of the Twentieth Century
(London: Methuen, 1993). 
3 Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker, eds, Children’s Book Publishing in Britain since 1945
(Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1998). 
8material relating to the people and practices of the period will be lost. Mergers and moves 
mean that papers get lost; use of e-mail and other electronic communications means that 
less of the day-to-day business is committed to paper in the first place and yet it can be 
precisely these seemingly mundane exchanges which are so revealing to the researcher. 
The kinds of opportunity provided by the Webb archive are unlikely to be available in the 
future, and there is an urgent need for this research to be continued. 4 Although subject to 
the vagaries of memory, the interviews in the oral archive provide multiple and 
impressively consistent accounts of how the industry developed and who was leading 
change. Kaye Webb emerges as one of a small group of women who were influential in 
shaping the industry and who in the process gained a degree of influence and visibility in 
the publishing world that was unusual for women at the time. Although several of these 
women can be seen as ‘pioneer career women’, Webb is paradigmatic both in her 
personal involvement with her work and her rise to the board of directors of Penguin 
Books. 
 Book history is a relatively recent area of academic study and, as is broadly true of 
the study of children’s literature generally, children’s book history has taken longer to 
become an established field than its adult equivalent. The work of children’s editors and 
publishers in particular has tended to be overlooked or marginalised, even in companies 
such as Penguin where they made significant contributions to revenue.5 In the thirteen 
years since Reynolds and Tucker published their volume, book history has become more 
widely researched and documented, but still little attention has been paid to the place of 
children’s book publishing within the larger picture. Among the principal works in the 
field are John Feather’s A History of British Publishing (1988), Simon Eliot and Jonathan 
Rose’s A Companion to the History of the Book (2007) and Ian Norrie’s Mumby’s 
Publishing and Bookselling in the Twentieth Century (1982).6 Feather’s is a 
                                                 
4 Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker, ‘Preface’, in Children’s Book Publishing in Britain since 
1945, ed. by Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1998), pp. xi-xiv. 
5 Kimberley Reynolds, ‘Publishing Practices and the Practicalities of Publishing’, in Children’s Book 
Publishing in Britain since 1945 ed. by Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 
1998), pp. 20-41, (23-24).  
6 John Feather, A History of British Publishing (Beckenham: Croom Helm, 1988); Simon Eliot and 
Jonathan Rose, eds,  A Companion to the History of the Book, (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009) [2007]; 
Ian Norrie, Mumby’s Publishing and Bookselling in the Twentieth Century, 6th edn (London: Bell & 
Hyman, 1982). 
9comprehensive survey of publishing history as far as books for adults is concerned, which 
begins before the invention of the printing press and ends with a chapter on post-war 
publishing up to the 1970s and 1980s. Children’s publishing, however, is covered by one 
brief mention of John Newbery and another of the Religious Tract Society. A chapter on 
‘Allen Lane’s idea’ reflects the importance attached to Penguin books but makes no 
mention of Puffin.  
Norrie’s is the most recent edition of Mumby’s Publishing and Bookselling, first 
published in 1930 and regularly revised since. Norrie’s revised editions of 1974 and 1982 
cover the twentieth century as well as correcting and amplifying the earlier history. The 
1982 edition deals specifically with the twentieth century and, like Feather, includes a 
chapter on paperback books. While the importance of Puffin and Webb’s contribution to 
it are acknowledged, only one paragraph out of over 250 pages is allocated to the imprint, 
and this takes the form of a brief and not entirely accurate sketch. For instance, the only 
mention of the founding editor, Eleanor Graham, is as Webb’s predecessor, and such 
groundbreaking achievements as her introduction of Puffin Originals are credited to 
Webb. This inaccuracy perpetuates the popular perception of Webb as the creating genius 
of Puffin; it is curious, then, that in the index, Kaye Webb does not have an entry since 
she is confused with Mrs. K. H. Webb of Hutchinson.  
Stevenson’s recent Book Makers: British Publishing in the Twentieth Century (2010) 
claims to tell ‘the story of one hundred years of British publishing over the twentieth 
century’ considering ‘not only fiction and general trade publishing, but also academic, 
scientific, children’s, technical, and professional publishing’.7 In fact, the children’s 
publishing industry as a whole is relegated to four sentences, one of which mentions 
Webb and Puffin. Webb, Puffin and other children’s imprints and editors receive passing 
mentions on a handful of occasions in the book, but there is no sustained historical 
narrative or analysis of the industry. The entire history of Puffin books is given, 
incorrectly, within a sentence on Penguin imprints:
[Lane’s] imprints had proliferated and Penguin had given birth to non-fiction 
Pelicans, artistic King Penguins, Puffins, created by the brilliant Kaye Webb, for 
                                                 
7 Iain Stevenson, Book Makers: British Publishing in the Twentieth Century (London: British Library, 
2010), inside front jacket flap. 
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children and the Penguin Classics, the greatest works of world literature available 
for the price of a packet of cigarettes.8
This does away at a stroke with twenty years of Puffin history and the contribution of 
Eleanor Graham. 
In tandem with the rise in children’s literature studies, the pattern is for recent studies 
to give more space and attention to children’s publishing. Claire Squires’ Marketing 
Literature (2007) focuses on the 1990s and 2000s and includes a case study based on J. 
K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series, Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials and Mark 
Haddon’s The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time.9 Notably, Squires is 
concerned with these books as examples of crossover fiction rather than as mainstream 
children’s fiction; nevertheless, the volume brings a discussion of one aspect of 
children’s book publishing into the study of the contemporary book industry. Earlier 
studies of children’s publishing history tended to separate it out from the mainstream of 
publishing activity and though this resulted in detailed and thoughtful research, such 
volumes did not encourage a dialogue between histories of other areas of printing. The 
foremost examples of these pioneering studies are F. J. Harvey Darton’s Children’s 
Books in England (1932), now in a third edition revised by Brian Alderson (1982), and 
Percy Muir’s English Children’s Books from 1600 to 1900 (1954).10 Again, reflecting 
increased activity in the area of children’s literature studies, research activity in the 
history of the children’s book trade and children’s reading is increasing. Two recent 
publications typify new areas of interest and a deepening of focus. Matthew Grenby’s 
The Child Reader: 1700-1840 (2011) considers the readers of the earliest children’s 
books, gathering together evidence from a wide range of sources in order to provide a 
detailed picture of what books they owned, how they acquired them and their reactions to 
them.11 Lissa Paul’s The Children’s Book Business: Lessons from the Long Eighteenth 
                                                 
8 Stevenson, Book Makers, p.160. 
9 Claire Squires, Marketing Literature: The Making of Contemporary Writing in Britain (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009) [2007], pp. 161-171; J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter series, (London: Bloomsbury, 
1997-2007); Philip Pullman His Dark Materials, (London: Scholastic, 1995-2000); Mark Haddon, The 
Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time (London: Jonathan Cape, 2003). 
10 F. J. Harvey Darton, Children’s Books in England, 3rd rev. edn by Brian Alderson (London: British 
Library and New Castle, Delaware: Oak Knoll Press, 1999); Percy H. Muir, English Children’s Books from 
1600 to 1900 (London: Batsford, 1954). 
11 M. O. Grenby, The Child Reader: 1700-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).  
11
Century (2011) is a ‘book biography’ which draws comparisons between the children’s 
book business of the eighteenth century and that in the twenty-first century. For instance, 
Paul quotes the reaction of philosopher, author and publisher William Godwin (1756-
1836) to the suggestion of a gory adaptation by Charles Lamb (1775-1834) of Ulysses:  
It is children that read children’s books, when they are read, but it is parents that 
choose them. The critical thought of the tradesman put itself therefore into the 
place of the parent, and what the parent will condemn.12
Paul goes on to compare this with the remarkably similar present-day reaction of a 
publisher to a similarly bloodthirsty children’s book. Both studies conform to the 
established pattern of research that concentrates on the early history of book publishing. 
Rare exceptions to this rule before the twenty first century include Peter Hunt’s very 
general chapter on ‘Producing Children’s Literature’ in his Criticism, Theory, & 
Children’s Literature (1991).13 Also during the 1990s Nadia Crandall and Daniel Hade 
produced a small number of articles about the contemporary children’s publishing 
business in the U.K. and the U.S. respectively, but it was not until 2009 and the 
publication of Matthew Grenby and Andrea Immel’s The Cambridge Companion to 
Children’s Literature that the importance of the children’s book trade to book history was 
asserted with confidence.14 This volume includes a chapter on ‘The Making of Children’s 
Books’ by Brian Alderson which considers both Puffin and new technological 
developments affecting the industry.15 In the same year, Children’s Literature: 
Approaches and Territories, edited by Janet Maybin and Nicola J. Watson as part of 
supporting material for an Open University course on children’s literature, includes two 
chapters on the children’s book business: Claire Squires’ ‘Marketing at the Millennium’ 
                                                 
12 Lissa Paul, The Children’s Book Business: Lessons from the Long Eighteenth Century (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 2011). 
13 Peter Hunt, Criticism, Theory, & Children’s Literature (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991).  
14 Nadia Crandall, ‘The UK Children’s Book Business 1995-2004: A Strategic Analysis’, New Review of 
Children’s Literature and Librarianship, 12:1 (April 2006), 1-18; Nadia Crandall, ‘Children’s Book 
Publishers in the United Kingdom: New Models for a New Marketplace’, New Review of Children’s 
Literature and Librarianship, 12: 2 (November 2006); Daniel D. Hade, ‘Curious George Gets Branded: 
Reading as Consuming’, Theory into Practice 40: 3 (2001), 158-165; Daniel D. Hade, ‘A Short Primer on 
Children’s Books in the Global Economy’, The Looking Glass: New Perspectives on Children’s Literature, 
5: 1 (2001). 
15 M. O. Grenby, ‘The Origins of Children’s Literature’, pp. 3-18, p. 8, and Brian Alderson, ‘The Making 
of Children’s Books’, pp. 35-54, both in The Cambridge Companion to Children’s Literature, ed. by M. O. 
Grenby and Andrea Immel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).
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and Nicholas Tucker’s ‘Twentieth-Century British Publishing’.16 Both are extracted from 
texts already mentioned: Tucker’s comes from Children’s Book Publishing in Britain 
since 1945 and Squires’ from Marketing Literature. The significance of their inclusion 
lies in the importance attached to including such essays in a text book which takes an 
overall view of children’s literature.17 A chapter on twentieth-century children’s book 
publishing by Peter Hunt and Lucy Pearson in a forthcoming work on publishing from 
Cambridge University Press will both add to existing knowledge and continue the trend 
for work on the history of the book to take account of publishing for children.18
Women in Children’s Publishing 
Like research into children’s books, the role of women in publishing since the twentieth 
century is also a relatively recent area of research and one that needs to be developed, not 
least in relation to children’s publishing. Eva Hemmungs Wirtén in ‘Global Market 1970-
2000: Producers’ shows just how much need there still is for research on women in the 
book business in general. There has been, she claims, a clear gender bias in even recent 
developments: ‘perhaps more than anything, the story of how publishing became part of 
the media conglomerates is a male story.’19 Of the period between 1970 and 2000 she 
observes,  
women became part of publishing and the book business to an unprecedented 
degree, and they made their mark as publishers, editors, writers, and readers, 
perhaps most visibly within the mass-market domain of paperbacks and best-
sellers. The history of their impact on the events I have described still remains to 
be written. 20
In ignoring the part played by women in recent publishing history, research also ignores 
the part played by children’s book publishing. These lacunae in the research into modern 
                                                 
16 Nicholas Tucker, ‘Twentieth-Century British Publishing’ in Children’s Literature: Approaches and 
Territories, ed. by Janet Maybin and Nicola J. Watson (Basingstoke/Milton Keynes: Palgrave Macmillan in 
association with The Open University, 2009), pp. 143-156. 
17 Claire Squires, ‘Marketing at the Millennium’ in Children’s Literature: Approaches and Territories, ed. 
by Janet Maybin and Nicola J. Watson (Basingstoke/Milton Keynes: Palgrave Macmillan in association 
with The Open University, 2009), pp. 183-198. 
18 Peter Hunt and Lucy Pearson, ‘Genres, Markets and the Book Industry: Children’s Books’ in The 
Cambridge History of the Book in Britain: Volume 7, 1914-2000, ed. Andrew Nash, Claire Squires and Ian 
Willison, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
19 Eva Hemmungs Wirtén, ‘Global Market 1970-2000: Producers’ in A Companion to the History of the 
Book, ed. by Simon Eliot and Jonathan Rose (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009) [2007], pp. 395-405 (p. 
403). 
20 Wirtén, ‘Global Market 1970-2000: Producers’ in A Companion to the History of the Book, p. 403. 
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publishing omit an important aspect of the whole publishing story as well as an 
influential and fruitful area of children’s literature research. By focusing on both one 
children’s imprint and the contribution of a single female editor and publisher this study 
begins the work of addressing this lack. It also extends what is known about paperback 
publishing in the 1960s and 1970s and corrects misleading or inaccurate facts about 
Puffin or Webb in existing work. 
Research on Puffin 
There is a limited amount of existing research on Puffin, most of it written in-house for 
marketing purposes or to mark significant anniversaries. The only publication solely 
dedicated to Puffin is a 32-page pamphlet, The Story of Puffin Books by Sally Gritten, 
written in 1991 to celebrate 50 years of Puffin Books and only available as an insert 
within the anniversary boxed set.21 More recently, Phil Baines followed his 
comprehensive documenting of 70 years of Penguin design, Penguin By Design (2005), 
with an equally thorough book on 70 years of Puffin design, Puffin By Design (2010).22 It 
incorporates basic information on editors of Puffin, including Eleanor Graham and Kaye 
Webb, and discusses the importance of design in creating a Puffin brand. It is a useful 
and attractive addition to writing about Puffin, but its focus is on visual aspects rather 
than literary or commercial ones.  
The first major work of scholarship to incorporate material from the Webb archive is 
an unpublished thesis by Lucy Pearson, ‘The Making of Modern Children’s Literature: 
Quality and Ideology in British Children’s Literature of the 1960s and 1970s’ (2010).23 In 
this thesis Webb and Puffin form one of two case studies – the other being Aidan 
Chambers and Topliners – which are used to demonstrate different ideas of quality 
through close examination of two very different imprints during the 1960s and 1970s. My 
thesis extends this work by focusing exclusively on Puffin during this period, allowing 
                                                 
21 Sally Gritten, The Story of Puffin Books, no publication details but assumed to be [London: Puffin, 1991]. 
22 Baines, Penguin By Design; Phil Baines, Puffin By Design: 70 Years of Imagination 1940-2010 (London: 
Allen Lane, 2010). 
23 Lucy Pearson, ‘The Making of Modern Children’s Literature: Quality and Ideology in British Children’s 
Literature of the 1960s and 1970s’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Newcastle upon Tyne, 2010). 
This will be published by Ashgate as The Making of Modern Children's Literature in Britain: Publishing 
and Criticism in the 1960s and 1970s in 2012. 
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for more detailed investigation, and making use of reception theory and reader-response 
to assess the importance and perceived quality of the imprint in its time.  
The only other publication that draws on aspects of the Webb archives is Valerie 
Grove’s biography of Kaye Webb, So Much to Tell (2010).24 This was commissioned by 
Puffin as part of the Puffin 70th birthday celebrations in 2010, which were themselves 
part of the Penguin 75th birthday celebrations. In the run-up to these celebrations there 
was a renewal of interest in Webb, as the commissioning of the biography suggests. The 
biography itself is not designed to be a scholarly exploration of Webb’s work at Puffin; 
rather, it is a story of Webb-the-woman, presenting her chaotic personal life as a 
paradoxical contrast to her successful working life. Grove concentrates on Webb’s public 
profile and connections to other celebrities rather than on the effect her work had on the 
children’s publishing industry of the time. 
Perhaps the most significant development in terms of demonstrating the academic 
worth of studying children’s publishing was the high profile given to Puffin at the 
conference held at the University of Bristol in 2010: ‘75 Years of Penguin Books: An 
International Multidisciplinary Conference’. The three-day conference marked both the 
double anniversaries (75 for Penguin, 70 for Puffin) and the culmination of the Penguin 
Archive Project based at Bristol. It covered many different aspects of Penguin’s history 
and contribution to shaping post-war Britain.  
Reception Theory and Reader Response  
Since a major reason for undertaking this investigation has been to look at the impact of 
Puffin books on children’s publishing in the U.K., the reception of the books, 
individually and as a series, is important. The point has not been to see how Puffin books 
published four or five decades ago are remembered or received now, but to investigate 
their reception at the time of first publication. Reception theory and reader-response have 
been useful tools in doing this. Both theories are based on the recognition that reading is 
a dynamic act in which the text is created by readers who bring a raft of expectations and 
socio-culturally conditioned pre-suppositions to their readings of texts. This means that 
each reading is a new act of creation. Although the founding work in this area is Louise 
                                                 
24 Valerie Grove, So Much to Tell (London: Viking, 2010). 
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M. Rosenblatt’s Literature as Exploration (1938), much thinking about how to conduct 
response research was undertaken in the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s.25 Initially 
the focus was on adult readers as in Hans Robert Jauss’s Toward an Aesthetic of 
Reception (1982) and The Act of Reading: a Theory of Aesthetic Response (1978) by 
Wolfgang Iser.26 Jauss published influential scholarship in his native Germany, and texts 
written between 1969 and 1980 were collected and translated into English for publication 
as Toward an Aesthetic of Reception which argued that the reception over a period of 
time by different readers, each of whom built on previous experience, was how the 
literary can formed. For children’s literature the break-through study was Stanley Fish’s 
Is There a Text in This Class?: The Authority of Interpretive Communities (1980).27 This 
foundational work was quickly adapted specifically for application to children’s books 
by, amongst others, Aidan Chambers in Booktalk (1985) and Peter Hollindale in Ideology 
and the Children’s Book (1988).28
 Louise Rosenblatt speaks of reading as a ‘transaction’, a two-way process in which 
the previous experience of each reader of a text affects their interpretation.29 In focusing 
on all readers she moves away from the then prevailing view that a small number of 
experts (including the author) were the best readers of literary texts. For Rosenblatt, 
every reading has validity, a view which has obvious advantages when applied to child 
readers: there is no one perfect or correct response to a text. Her interest was in personal 
responses. An added advantage for those working with children is that ‘[r]eaders may 
bring to the text experiences, awarenesses, and needs that have been ignored in traditional 
criticism’.30 Puffin under Kaye Webb actively solicited readers’ responses through the 
                                                 
25 Louise M. Rosenblatt, Literature as Exploration 5th edn (New York: The Modern Language Association 
of America, 1995) [1938].  
26 Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. by Timothy Bahti (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1982); Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: a Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore, 
Maryland: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978) [Originally published as Der Akt Des Lesens: 
Theorie ästhetischer Wirkung (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1976)]. 
27 Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class?: The Authority of Interpretive Communities (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1980). 
28 Aidan Chambers, Booktalk: Occasional Writing on Literature & Children (Stroud: Thimble Press, 1995) 
[1985], pp. 34-58; Peter Hollindale, Ideology and the Children’s Book (Stroud: Thimble Press, 1988). 
29 See Louise M. Rosenblatt, The Reader, the Text, the Poem: the Transactional Theory of the Literary 
Work (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1994) [1978]; Rosenblatt, 
Literature as Exploration. 
30 Rosenblatt, The Reader, the Text, the Poem, p. 142. 
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foundation of the Puffin Club, making Rosenblatt’s work particularly helpful for my 
research. 
Wolfgang Iser also sees reading as ‘a dynamic interaction between text and reader’ 
but differentiates between an implied reader and a real reader.31 For Iser, ‘[t]he real reader 
is invoked mainly in studies of the history of responses, i.e., when attention is focused on 
the way in which a literary work has been received by a specific reading public’.32 Again, 
this is particularly useful for this study since it is the reception of real readers which 
interested Webb as she worked to create a community of Puffin readers. Iser suggests that 
there are three kinds of real readers who can be reconstructed: ‘[t]he one real and 
historical, drawn from existing documents, and the other two hypothetical: the first 
constructed from social and historical knowledge of the time, and the second extrapolated 
from the reader’s role laid down in the text’.33 This study uses all three means of 
reconstructing readers, but because the archive includes contemporary readers’ responses 
in the form of letters from readers to Webb and book reviews which were published in 
Puffin Post, real reader response is possible, even though the archive does not contain a 
systematic collection of responses. Since motivation had to be high for a child to write in, 
even one response has significance and the archive contains many responses. 
Where Rosenblatt and Iser talk mainly of individual responses, Stanley Fish talks of 
‘interpretive communities’ where a reader is ‘a member of a community whose 
assumptions about literature determine the kind of attention he [sic] pays’.34 For Fish, 
meaning is created by groups rather than individuals: ‘it is interpretive communities, 
rather than either the text or the reader, that produce meanings. […] Interpretive 
communities are made up of those who share strategies not for reading but for writing 
texts, for constituting their properties’.35 In other words, meaning in a text is constructed 
or ‘written’ by the reader, but rather than it being constructed only by each reader after 
the reading has taken place, it also depends on a group of readers with similar reading 
strategies who therefore construct the text in similar ways and in part from the starting 
                                                 
31 Iser, The Act of Reading, pp. 107,28. 
32 Iser, The Act of Reading, p. 28.
33 Iser, The Act of Reading, p. 28. 
34 Fish, Is There a Text in This Class?, p. 11. 
35 Fish, Is There a Text in This Class?, p. 14. 
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point of their common ideology and experience. This explains for Fish why there can be a 
consensus on a reading between different readers – they share a community – and yet 
because there is a different community which reads from a different perspective an 
opposing view can also be shared and supported. Fish’s work is particularly useful for 
conducting reader-response with children since it can shed light on Puffin readers as a 
group as well as the identifiable group that made up the Puffin Club. At this point it is 
useful to bring in educator, critic and author Aidan Chambers since his theories involve 
purposely creating communities of young readers and thus has analogies to Puffin and the 
Puffin Club. He developed a technique which he calls ‘booktalk’ as a method, 
particularly useful in schools, for encouraging groups to share their reading experiences. 
This was devised as a way of enriching their reading, encouraging wider reading and 
making reading a social as well as an individual experience. He writes that ‘the 
community Text […] is always more complex and insightful than any one individual 
reading’.36 Chambers’ ideas are discussed more fully in Chapter 5 in relation to the Puffin 
Club.  
Becoming an interpretive community does not depend on forming a literal community 
of people who know each other, such as a reading group or school class, although this 
could be the case. Rather it describes a group whose reading involves similar strategies 
and have features in common.One particularly interesting aspect of the Puffin community 
is that their loyalty is to all Puffin books, to the imprint as a whole, rather than to a 
particular book or author. More usually a group of readers will be centred round an 
individual text but with Puffin readers it is as if the whole Puffin list can be treated like a 
single body of work, helped by the fact that readers were specifically invited to identify 
as Puffin readers rather than readers of individual books. Although the response of an 
individual to a specific book is of interest, it is the building up of a community of readers 
who have a similar approach to their reading at a specific period which has had such an 
effect both on Puffin and its readers. This is at the heart of what might be termed the 
Puffin phenomenon of the 1960s and 1970s: Puffin readers at this time can be seen as a 
body of similarly-minded children and so composed an interpretive community. 
                                                 
36 Chambers, Booktalk, p. 152.  
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Communities like this have what Jauss terms the same ‘horizon of expectation’.37 Such 
strong identification with an imprint is unusual, and much less likely to happen today 
than in the Webb years since on the whole imprints are less distinctive and visible. Eric 
de Bellaigue reports a ‘widespread agreement that the individual book-buyer is largely 
unconscious of the publishers whose books she or he buys’ and blames this in part on the 
fact that bookshops have moved from displaying stock by imprint (figure 1, below) to 
arranging it by author.38 Among young readers today, loyalty is most likely to be to an 
author, such as Jacqueline Wilson, or to a series such as ‘Rainbow Magic’, than to a 
publisher. Through the Puffin Club, Webb engendered and furthered this community 
feeling, creating a large body of readers who felt connected and whose reading strategies, 
already likely to be aligned to some degree since they had voluntarily decided to purchase 
and read Puffins, were further fostered and brought closer by the interactions through the 
magazine. 
                                                 
37 Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, pp. 25-26. 
38 Eric De Bellaigue, British Book Publishing as a Business since the 1960s (London: The British Library, 
2004), p. 26. 
Figure 1 Unidentified Penguin display stand showing Penguins and Puffins 
displayed by imprint. Penguin Archive, University of Bristol.
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A Second Golden Age of Children’s Literature 
Kaye Webb’s editorship of Puffin coincided with a post-war flourishing of writing for 
children often described as the ‘second Golden Age’ of British children’s literature The 
high quality of the books and the dynamic nature of children’s publishing were 
recognised even as they occurred. For example, writing in 1972, the librarian and critic 
Marcus Crouch said that ‘[o]urs is often called the Golden Age of children’s literature’, 
while in his 1971 survey of British children’s books Frank Eyre observed that ‘[b]y 1950 
British children’s books were entering a new phase’ where critical interest and higher 
literary standards coincided.39  
Throughout this period writing for children achieved a greater prominence and greater 
respectability than it had hitherto. This was largely the result of increasing critical interest 
in children’s books coupled with a rise in the quality of the writing. Professional 
associations and journals, such as the School Library Association, with its associated 
journal School Librarian (founded in 1937), and The Junior Bookshelf (founded in 1936 
and the first British periodical to focus solely on children’s books), encouraged ‘authors 
and publishers to produce good children’s books’.40 Reviewing the children’s publishing 
scene in 1971, Frank Eyre claimed that critical attention ‘did much to improve the status 
of the children’s writer of integrity’ and that ‘[t]he two developments followed each other 
so closely that it is difficult now to tell which most influenced the other, but their mutual 
interdependence is undeniable, for neither could have been so successful without the 
other’.41 This proliferation of writing about children’s books provides a vast pool of 
                                                 
39 Marcus Crouch, The Nesbit Tradition: The Children’s Novel 1945-1970 (London: Ernest Benn, 1972), p. 
8; Frank Eyre, British Children’s Books in the Twentieth Century (London: Longman, 1971), p. 27. 
Carpenter concludes his book on the first ‘golden age’ with a look at the second ‘golden age’. Observing 
that ‘[a] very large number of good books for children were written in England between the 1950s and the 
1970s’ he surmises that ‘that particular Golden Age seems to have run its course too’: Humphrey 
Carpenter, Secret Gardens: A Study of the Golden Age of Children’s Literature (London: Unwin 
Paperbacks, 1987), pp. 217 and 221. Virginia Haviland, ‘A Second Golden Age? In a Time of Flood?’, in 
Children and Literature: Views and Reviews ed. Virginia Haviland (London: Bodley Head, 1973) pp. 88-
97. 
40 Eyre, British Children’s Books, p. 24. Information about the School Library Association can be found at: 
School Library Association, ‘About Us’, School Library Association <http://www.sla.org.uk/about-us.php> 
[accessed 17/07/2010]. Not to be confused with the Library Association, founded in 1877, which founded a 
children’s librarian section in the 1930s and set up the Carnegie Medal. Cilip, ‘How CILIP was formed’, 
www.cilip.org.uk, <http://www.cilip.org.uk/about-us/history/unification/pages/default.aspx#library> 
[accessed 26/05/11]. 
41 Eyre, British Children’s Books, p. 27. 
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evidence of contemporary professional adult reception. Review journals show how critics 
from different disciplines judged books when they were published, allowing insights into 
the expectations of school librarians and critics, and also serving as a reminder of the 
many books which are now out of print and forgotten but which played an important part 
in the story of their time. They also provide a socio-historic context for the books through 
editorials and advertisements. Other noteworthy examples of periodicals include Growing 
Point (founded in 1962 by Margery Fisher) and Books for Your Children (founded by 
Anne Wood in 1965), both intended primarily to provide advice about new books for 
parents, teachers and librarians.42 In addition, newspapers such as The Times Literary 
Supplement began to provide more regular space for reviews of children’s books. 
Children’s Literature in Education and Signal provided a forum for academic debate and 
criticism while not excluding other interested adults such as parents. The hierarchies and 
divisions between practitioners, professionals and scholars were very fluid when criticism 
of children’s literature was developing and authors were amongst those who contributed 
to these journals, enhancing understanding of their writing. Again these are a source of 
contemporary reception, providing evidence of broader concerns about, and trends in, 
reading and the teaching of literature as well as detailed critical opinions about authors 
and books and informative articles on book-publishing. Such resources offer ways to 
investigate Puffin, which drew upon a wide pool of books to create its list. 
Writers contributing to this second Golden Age included William Mayne (1928-2010), 
Leon Garfield (1921-1996), Alan Garner (b. 1934), Philippa Pearce (1920-2006) and 
Joan Aiken (1924-2004), writing in a variety of different genres and styles but with the 
common purpose of producing literary work which would entertain and stimulate their 
readers; all were published by Kaye Webb as Puffins. Altogether it was an exciting time 
in publishing for children. Webb acknowledged her good fortune in coming to Puffin 
when she did; for instance jotting down notes for a speech on her editorial career, given 
in the early 1980s, she reminded herself: 
                                                 
42 For a detailed discussion of critical writing on children’s literature at this period see Pearson, ‘The 
Making of Modern Children’s Literature’, pp.33-39; for more details on journals and periodicals which 
covered children’s literature see, for example, Eyre, British Children’s Books, pp. 24-29; Hunt, An 
Introduction to Children’s Literature (1994), p. 128.  
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Good years. new writers. money  
childrens [sic] editors 
[…] new writers A Garner. Joan Aiken. L. Garfield […] 
Libraries – training 
Interest growing – films43
Webb’s own awareness of the richness of the writing of that period coupled with the fact 
that she published many of the books which critics have seen as central to that time make 
an investigation of the role she played in this important period of children’s book history 
a useful way of shedding light on the period as a whole.  
The majority of the initial publishing decisions were taken by editors of hardback lists 
at publishing companies such as Oxford University Press, Jonathan Cape and Collins. 
Webb’s ability to affect the industry rested on two strands: her publication choices and 
her marketing technique. Decisions about which books were published in paperback 
could affect which titles and authors became more widely affordable and more widely 
read. Introducing innovative and more effective marketing techniques could enhance this 
influence by reaching new audiences and increasing what an existing audience read. Thus 
the thesis concentrates on examining how she used her position as editor of Puffin to 
stimulate, promote and build a high-quality, highly visible list which benefitted the 
children’s publishing industry. That Puffin came to be known equally for literary quality 
and dynamic marketing is confirmed by Peter Hollindale and Zena Sutherland in an 
overview of children’s publishing between 1945-1970: ‘[w]hile many publishers 
promoted higher standards, the particular influence of Puffin Books can hardly be 
overestimated’.44 The pair do not speculate on how or why this might be the case, leaving 
unanswered the question of how Puffin Books was able to achieve this remarkable 
influence amongst a general period of high standards and a desire to provide children 
with good quality reading.  
                                                 
43 Kaye Webb, handwritten notes beginning ‘How I Choose’, n.d., SS, KW, 11/03/12. 
44 Peter Hollindale and Zena Sutherland, ‘Internationalism, Fantasy, and Realism: 1945-1970’, in 
Children’s Literature: an Illustrated History, pp. 252-288 p. 259. 
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Marketing Children’s Literature 
Children’s books today occupy a central position in children’s culture and popular culture 
more generally. In the wake of the Harry Potter phenomenon, children’s books have 
made news by the volume of their sales, the size of their advances, their ability, as in the 
case of Philip Pullman’s The Amber Spyglass (2000), to win prizes in competition with 
books for adults, and for the controversial nature of their contents.45 In recent years there 
has been a surge of film adaptations of children’s books, bringing them further 
prominence and increasing the cross-over appeal which is now a feature of many 
children’s books.46 It is easy to assume that the high-profile marketing which 
accompanies and generates this prominence is a new phenomenon which began with the 
Harry Potter books.47 In fact, many of the recent developments in children’s publishing 
which seem so dramatic are simply making visible the practices which have been 
building for some time. A significant number of these were set in motion by Webb and 
Puffin, as this study shows. To give one example, the sight of children queuing in the 
streets in fancy dress at midnight in order to buy a hardback book is arresting, and Harry 
Potter fans make a highly visible community of readers. Squires documents the 
aggressive and imaginative marketing techniques employed by publishers in the UK and 
globally.48 However these techniques have deep roots that point to a peculiarity of the 
children’s book trade. From the beginnings of commercial publishing for children, 
inventive marketing and merchandising went together. John Newbery’s A Little Pretty 
Pocket-Book (1744), for instance, cost sixpence, but for an extra two pence there was the 
option of an accompanying ball (for boys) or pincushion (for girls) which could be used 
                                                 
45 Philip Pullman, The Amber Spyglass (London: Scholastic, 2000). This book, the third volume in the His 
Dark Materials trilogy (1995-2000), won the overall Whitbread prize in 2002. See Squires, Marketing 
Literature, pp. 161-171. 
46 Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings (2001-2003) and Rowling’s Harry Potter series (2001-2011) are the 
obvious film examples, but other books which have been filmed include: three of the Narnia books so far, 
with others planned (The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (2005); Prince 
Caspian (2008); The Voyage of the Dawn Treader (2010)); Cornelia Funke’s Inkheart (2008), Holly Black 
and Tony DiTerlizzi’s The Spiderwick Chronicles (2008) and Rosemary Sutcliff’s classic The Eagle of the 
Ninth – filmed as Eagle (2011).  
47 J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter series of seven books, (London: Bloomsbury, 1997-2007). Full details in the 
bibliography. 
48 Squires, ‘Marketing at the Millennium’, pp. 190-194. 
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according to instructions in the text.49 Both Kate Greenaway and Beatrix Potter created 
merchandise and other kinds of ‘spin-off’ items to accompany their best-selling 
publications, too. All of these activities were aimed at individual purchasers, but four 
decades before Harry Potter, Puffin was bringing together thousands of readers at the 
annual Puffin Exhibition. Keen Puffineers also queued in the streets, sometimes in fancy 
dress, to participate in book-based activities related to reading and purchasing Puffin 
books. The big difference between Kaye Webb’s early marketing activities at Puffin and 
those in use today is that Puffin was publicising and generating loyalty to an entire 
imprint, whereas today’s promotions are generally on behalf of a single author or book. 
The value of such loyalty cannot be underestimated in establishing Puffin as publishers of 
books in which schoolmasters had confidence.  
Structure and Methodology  
I have used a variety of methodologies in conducting the research for this thesis. The 
most significant resource has been the Kaye Webb archive held at Seven Stories, the 
Centre for Children’s Books (Seven Stories). Seven Stories was founded in 1995 in order 
to preserve material created by makers of modern British children’s literature and to 
promote and celebrate a love of books.50 At that time no institution was involved in the 
active collection of such work, an increasing amount of which was being sold abroad. 
The archive and working library of Kaye Webb was acquired in 1997 and was the first 
major acquisition for Seven Stories. It was initially entered for sale at Sotheby’s in 1997, 
separated into different lots by Webb’s literary estate but grants from the Heritage 
Lottery Fund and the Friends of the National Libraries enabled Seven Stories to buy it in 
its entirety, ensuring that the collection remained together. Such funding provides a 
measure of the extent to which Webb and Puffin are regarded as culturally important, 
despite what had previously seemed to be a deep-seated disregard for the work of 
children’s publishers. The archive’s scope and size give it the potential to sustain research 
on a variety of areas of children’s publishing. The Webb archive consists of the complete 
collection of Webb’s work and personal papers accrued through her career, covering a 
                                                 
49 Mary V. Jackson, Engines of Instruction, Mischief, and Magic: Children’s Literature in England from Its 
Beginnings to 1839 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1989), p. 81. 
50 Seven Stories, ‘About’ <http://www.sevenstories.org.uk/about/> [accessed 28/05/11].  
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period from 1925-1994. Much of the richness of the archive as a resource stems from the 
fact that it encompasses a wide range of subjects, both personal and professional. In many 
instances the distinction between the two is blurred since Webb often did not distinguish 
between work and home life. The relationship between the private and the professional 
woman was a primary focus for the archival research undertaken.  
An assessment of the wide range of Webb’s correspondence shows immediately how 
she is positioned at the centre of a vast network of influential figures from the children’s 
book publishing industry. She corresponded with writers, illustrators, critics, publishers 
and editors from the U.K. and abroad, in addition to a range of people from outside the 
sphere of children’s books. This range reflects the way that Webb operated at Puffin: she 
constantly built relationships with a large number of book creators and thus kept abreast 
of new developments in the field. The archive is particularly revealing about the position 
of women at work, both in the children’s book world and in areas such as journalism and 
broadcasting. Documents from throughout Webb’s varied working life afford an 
opportunity to see how she forged a successful career at a time when professional women 
were exceptional. It is also possible to trace the acquisition of some of the editorial and 
business skills with which Webb was equipped by the time she arrived at Puffin. Webb’s 
outstanding success as Puffin editor owes much to her particular mix of talents. Since 
editorial work often involves an instinctive and personal series of judgements, it is 
valuable to see some indication of how a specific editor articulated her aims for the books 
she published. Notes, jottings and drafts for speeches and articles provide an opportunity 
to follow the process of some of the more elusive and personal aspects which go into 
making a successful editor. Evidence showing how her early career shaped the direction 
of her later work for Puffin made it possible to investigate some aspects of Webb’s 
journey towards Puffin as well as her work at Puffin. Much of Webb’s early career was in 
journalism, both written and broadcast which provided her with editorial skills and 
literary contacts from outside the children’s book world which she was able to adapt on 
her arrival at Puffin. This early work is explored in Chapter 2 and together with Webb’s 
editorship of children’s magazine Young Elizabethan it helps explain how, despite an 
unconventional background for a children’s book editor, Webb in fact had a set of skills 
which left her well-placed to take over and professionalise Puffin.  
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Any archive provides only a partial picture of its creator, and a personal archive can 
provide only a partial picture of a career and a complete business. It raises many 
questions and while it can also answer many, there are tantalising omissions and gaps. 
Although this is the complete Webb archive, there is no way of ascertaining how much 
Webb consciously shaped the contents before her death. Nevertheless she was clearly 
inclined to keep documents rather than to throw them out; for instance, she kept letters 
written by her mother despite her mother’s explicit request that she should destroy them. 
Webb had an awareness of posterity and of having edited Puffin at a significant time for 
children’s literature which made her conscious of the value of keeping documents and of 
her memories of the personalities of the period. For example Webb rues the lack of 
surviving material about Puffin Post, the Puffin Club magazine, saying: ‘[w]ell that girl 
who took over from the Puffin Club, she had all the Puffin stuff destroyed, she said it 
wasn’t necessary’.51 There is evidence that Webb made attempts to categorise and 
organise the material which she kept: some letters and documents have speculative dates 
written in red pen in Webb’s hand; a typescript has ‘?date? was it spoken or printed’ 
written across the top.52 (See Figure 2 below.)  
Figure 2 Typescript for speech or article with handwritten annotation showing Webb’s retrospective 
attempt to date and categorise the material. This suggests an awareness of posterity and of the value of 
material she created through her work.
It seems likely that, just as she was synonymous with Puffin to her readers, so Webb 
barely distinguished between her own and Puffin’s story in her mind, although it is 
                                                 
51 Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker, ‘Interview with Kaye Webb, 7 February 1995’, in Oral 
Archives: A collection of informal conversations with individuals involved in creating or producing 
children’s literature since 1945, compiled by Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker (London: 
Roehampton University, 1998), pp. 366-388, p. 373. 
52 Kaye Webb, ‘The Children’s Market Grows Up – Worse Luck!’, annotated typescript draft of article 
published in The Bookseller, n.d., SS, KW/11/03/06. 
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noticeable that she felt that her interest to readers lay less in herself personally than in 
people whom she knew. In her retirement Webb contemplated writing an autobiography. 
The typescript below (Figure 3) shows her thoughts on ‘possible portraits’ of people 
whom she met or worked with. The diversity of her circle can be seen in the mixture of 
her potential subjects: as well as suggestions from the world of children’s books are 
names drawn from theatre, music and books for adults. Writing that she felt her 
experiences were as interesting as anyone else’s, Webb concluded that ‘I really must sit 
down and write odd notes of memories, anyway’.53 All of this suggests that Webb’s 
archive was part of her attempt to keep documents for posterity.  
Figure 3 Typescript KW/15/33, Seven Stories. Webb recognised that she was part of a network of 
influential figures when thinking of possible portraits to include if she wrote her autobiography. The 
rendering of Noel Streatfeild and Diana Wynne Jones names both contain mistakes. It is possible that this 
was typed by a secretary from handwritten notes as Webb was often nearly crippled with arthritis and found 
typing impossible. 
                                                 
53 Kaye Webb, typescript of diary, 29 May 1982, SS, KW/11/03/01. 
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In the case of Webb’s career at Puffin, there is another source of archival information: 
the Penguin archive at Bristol University.54 This is the business archive of Penguin 
Books, spanning the whole history of Penguin from its foundation in 1935 to as near to 
the present as is consistent with books which are still in print. The archive, currently 
partially catalogued, contains files on Puffin Books and could potentially provide the 
answers to many of the questions raised by items in the Webb archive. Because my own 
project is a collaborative project with Seven Stories, that is the archive on which the 
research in this thesis concentrates. I have been able to augment this with a limited 
amount of research in the Penguin Archive, but this has necessarily had to be strategic 
rather than exhaustive. In the future, research which links the information in both centres 
would be invaluable as a means of combining information about the decision-making 
process on specific titles with information on Webb’s editorial philosophy and as a way 
of furthering the exploration of some of the other connections in the Webb network.  
Archival research amongst personal documents risks being incomplete. It is inevitable 
that there is a bias to the material and a limit to what can be deduced. As a 
counterbalance more general areas of publishing and the children’s book business are 
used to place Webb and Puffin within a broader context. An important part of Puffin’s 
cultural significance comes from its relationship with its parent company, Penguin. As 
described earlier, much of the writing about Puffin, in particular about its first two 
decades, is at best shallow and incomplete and at worst misleading or inaccurate. 
Consequently Chapter 1 provides the historical background to the Puffin imprint from 
1941 to 1960, explaining how it fits within the Penguin company and the pioneering 
nature of paperback publishing in the mid-twentieth century. It corrects existing 
information and explains the attainments of, and limits to, the editing work done by 
Eleanor Graham, the first editor of Puffin in order to establish a baseline for measuring 
Webb’s achievement at Puffin. Understanding Puffin better contributes to further 
understanding of Penguin in just the same way that research into other Penguin imprints 
is doing. Following on from providing the context for an examination of Puffin in the 
1960s and 1970s in the first two chapters, Chapter 3 turns to a detailed examination of 
                                                 
54 University of Bristol, ‘Penguin Archive Project’, <http://www.bristol.ac.uk/penguinarchiveproject/> 
[accessed 29/05/11].  
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how Webb’s arrival at Puffin in 1961 set in motion changes which were to affect not only 
Puffin, but the whole children’s book publishing scene over the next two decades. Central 
to this is Webb’s determination to become part of the team based at Penguin’s offices in 
Harmondsworth and to be taken seriously as a career woman. 
As mentioned earlier, an important aspect of this research is the testing and 
exploration of the opinion that Puffin played an important role in maintaining or setting 
the standards of children’s books in the 1960s and 1970s. In order to do this I developed a 
methodology with which to test this assumption and which I have used to select 
snapshots of different years during Webb’s editorship which merit closer inspection. 
Quality is such a subjective concept that an empirical examination of it is impossible. 
Although frequent attempts are made to identify quality, for instance by awarding literary 
prizes, consensus is only ever likely to be partial. It was important to find a way of 
adding an element of measurability to make it possible to reach conclusions. This is 
where contextual information of the kind discussed earlier is called upon; reviews in 
journals, correspondence from Puffin readers and book reviews by children. Reception 
information for this period can be found from different groups such as librarians, 
reviewers, educationalists and, to some extent, child readers  
Essentially my methodology has involved two ways of quantifying the Puffin Book 
output and the result is set out in tabular form in Appendix A. The first element in 
producing the data in the appendix was to produce a chronological list of all Puffin Story 
Books published between 1941 and 1979. This encompasses the years of both Graham’s 
and Webb’s editorships. The reason for covering all years of Puffin’s publishing history 
until Webb’s retirement is that this is useful for providing information about the list 
inherited by Webb and the foundations on which she built. The starting point for building 
this information was a catalogue of the Puffin first editions held at the Church of Ireland 
College of Education. However, since it is a catalogue of an actual collection of books it 
needed to be extended, and the gaps filled in. As far as I have been able to ascertain, there 
is no one Puffin book list of this completeness and it therefore has the potential to aid 
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future researchers of Puffin books, or of children’s books in general from this period.55 To 
this basic list information on sex and nationality of author, and genre of book was added. 
The final category was to provide an indicator of quality and involved noting a book’s 
inclusion as a Puffin in one of the annual publications of best books of the year compiled 
first by Naomi Lewis and then by Elaine Moss.56 Lewis, a distinguished reviewer and 
writer, compiled the lists between 1963 and 1969. Moss, an equally distinguished 
reviewer, took over the selection in 1970. Since the compilation of each list involved a 
prior evaluation of virtually every children’s book to be published in each year, the 
selection was made from as comprehensive an overview as possible and has the benefit of 
reflecting the kind of choices available to Webb as a paperback editor.57  
The fact that Lewis’s and Moss’s opinions are contemporary with the publication of 
the books they are reviewing gives relevance to them as indicators of quality and ensures 
that books which were highly regarded when first published but have since gone out of 
print and/or fallen into obscurity are not overlooked. Using an external indicator of 
quality makes it possible to see where a year or a genre was perceived to be particularly 
strong at the time. This was used to identify key periods for analysis in the thesis. One 
such area is the year 1963 when almost every newly-published Puffin was featured in the 
‘best books’ list for the year. The significance of such positive critical reception is 
explored in Chapter 4 by providing a snapshot of the books published in 1963 followed 
by a more detailed look at two Puffin Original books which show that Webb had a clear 
sense of the qualities which she favoured in Puffin books. Chapter 5 is a detailed 
exploration of the Puffin Club and its magazine Puffin Post, arguably Webb’s greatest 
achievement. The second significant area revealed by the table was historical fiction. The 
                                                 
55 Lists compiled by members of the Penguin Collectors [sic] Society are of earlier Puffin books and do not 
cover the entire period.  
56 The following books are all published in London by Hamish Hamilton: Naomi Lewis, The Best 
Children’s Books of 1963 (1964); Naomi Lewis, The Best Children’s Books of 1964 (1965); Naomi Lewis, 
The Best Children’s Books of 1965 (1966); Naomi Lewis, The Best Children’s Books of 1966 (1967); 
Naomi Lewis, The Best Children’s Books of 1967 (1969).  
Elaine Moss, Children’s Books of the Year 1970 (1971); Elaine Moss, Children’s Books of the Year 1971
(1972); Elaine Moss, Children’s Books of the Year 1972 (1973); Elaine Moss, Children’s Books of the Year 
1973 (1974); Elaine Moss, Children’s Books of the Year 1974 (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1975); Elaine 
Moss, Children’s Books of the Year 1975 (1976); Elaine Moss, Children’s Books of the Year 1977 (1978); 
Elaine Moss, Children’s Books of the Year 1978 (1979).  
57 Approximately 10-15% of books from any one year’s newly published titles was selected for inclusion 
on the list.  
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data confirmed that this was a strong area for Puffin during the 1960s as well as revealing 
how important it was for a book to be published by Puffin in order to stand a chance of 
longevity. Chapter 6 discusses the historical fiction published by Puffin in 1964-1967, 
investigating it within the context of other historical writing of those years in order to 
assess Puffin’s influence on the genre. Chapter 7 covers Puffin in the 1970s, a decade 
when the imprint continued to be successful commercially. The discussion is centred on 
realistic fiction, a genre which was becoming increasingly important in children’s writing 
at this time, showing how Puffin balanced the need to break new ground with upholding 
the Puffin reputation for high quality and trustworthy content. The eighth chapter 
concludes the thesis by exploring the final years of the decade for Puffin. This was a 
period of economic upheaval for the country as a whole. Puffin weathered these problems 
with great success, but towards the end of the decade changes in the publishing industry 
and in children’s books themselves indicated that the end of an era in children’s books 
was imminent. Webb’s retirement in 1979 makes a convenient cut-off point for this thesis 
and allows for a brief discussion of the ways in which publishing was changing. 
 The 1960s and 1970s saw a tremendous flourishing in children’s books in terms of 
their artistic creativity and in the sheer volume of books published and sold. Puffin was 
central to this success. Kaye Webb as Editor for almost the whole of this period is bound 
up with these achievements through her work at Puffin and through the wider influence 
which Puffin wielded as a result. Her commitment to a certain sort of quality, which can 
be called ‘Puffinness’, resulted in commercial success as well as playing a part in a 
golden age for children’s literature. The purpose of this thesis is to explore Puffinness 
and its effects. Puffin’s quality and values were rooted in the ethos of the parent 
company, Penguin, and in the first two decades of the Puffin imprint. The next chapter 
explores these beginnings in order to understand how Puffin was well-placed to take 
advantage of changes in the publishing world. 
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Chapter 1 
The Making of Puffin 
By the time Allen Lane decided to launch his children’s list, he had already started to 
change public perception of paperbacks. To understand Puffin’s success it is necessary 
briefly to reprise the history of the parent company, since this provided not only a context 
but also a reputation that buttressed the Puffin initiative. Penguin had proved that 
paperbacks need not be confined to the low-status niche they had occupied since the 
nineteenth century. Lane saw paperback books as capable of representing taste and 
culture as well as being affordable and widely available. His ambition went wider than 
seeing paperback editions as the end of the journey for books – a last attempt to squeeze a 
bit of profit from an essentially spent commodity. Lewis summed up this attitude saying 
that prior to Penguin: ‘when the publisher reckoned that sales of the full-priced edition 
had ground to a halt, it would be reissued, for a “further bite of the cherry”, as publishers 
liked to put it, in a cheap edition’.1 He set aesthetic as well as literary standards for the 
adult lists, and expected these to characterise Puffins, too.  
The first ten Penguin books were published in 1935, the result of Lane’s belief ‘in the 
existence in this country of a vast reading public for intelligent books at a low price’.2
Although other firms had published cheap reprints of books, Lane’s extension of the 
model led to the ‘creation of a new type of book and the identification of a new reading 
market’.3 Most other publishers believed that it was an ill-conceived scheme which was 
doomed to failure. Only when it had proven itself to be successful were other publishers 
keen to enter the market with their own paperback imprints. 
Penguin Books for Children: Picture Puffin Books 
Extending the publishing remit of Penguin books to include children’s books was a 
natural step for Lane, who enjoyed the challenge of developing new imprints and series 
as well as the opportunity to attract a wider audience. ‘[E]ven in war-time, [Lane] insisted 
                                                 
1 Jeremy Lewis, Penguin Special: The Life and Times of Allen Lane (London: Penguin, 2006) [2005], p. 74. 
2
Left Review May 1938, cited in Lewis, Penguin Special, p. 122. 
3 Iain Stevenson, Book Makers: British Publishing in the Twentieth Century (London: The British Library, 
2010), pp. 99. 
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that the Penguin idea must and could be adapted to readers not yet captured by Penguins, 
Pelicans, Specials or Kings’, wrote Morpurgo, expressing surprise that it took Lane as 
long as it did to move into children’s books.4 The first new imprint came in 1936 with 
Pelican Books which were to be ‘similar to Penguins only a little more serious in tone’ 
and designed to ‘become the true everyman’s library of the twentieth century, covering a 
whole range of the Arts and Sciences’.5 In this eagerness to inform a large audience 
through the provision of high-quality and often topical factual books, Lane was part of a 
widespread and progressive ethos of the period. For example, publisher Victor Gollancz 
founded the Left Book Club in 1936 ‘to create a large body of informed left-wing 
readers’; the BBC regularly broadcast lectures by experts in new and controversial areas 
including psychology and psychology and in 1940 came the foundation of the Committee 
for Encouragement of Music and the Arts which was to become the Arts Council six 
years later.6 In keeping with this urge to inform, Penguin’s first children’s books were 
factual too. These were called Puffin Picture Books, not to be confused with Picture 
Puffins, a picturebook series initiated by Kaye Webb in 1961. The initial idea for a series 
of illustrated factual books for children came from Noel Carrington who outlined his 
plans to Allen Lane in December 1938. Carrington was a publisher working for Country 
Life at this time and he ‘felt the need for simply written and well illustrated books in 
which children could find for themselves what they wanted to know.’7 Lane was 
immediately enthusiastic but only took action in early 1940, when he felt that the 
outbreak of war had made the series necessary: “‘The worst had happened,’ he owned, 
‘but evacuated children are going to need books more than ever, especially your kind on 
farming and natural history.’”8 The first four titles, were War on Land (PP1) (Figure 4), 
                                                 
4 J. E. Morpurgo, Allen Lane: King Penguin: A Biography (London: Hutchinson, 1979) pp. 169, 171. J. E. 
(Jack) Morpurgo worked first in public relations and then as an editor at Penguin. He hoped to succeed 
Lane in the company, and relations between Morpurgo and Lane soured when Lane made it obvious that 
Morpurgo was mistaken. 
5 Allen Lane to Cecil Franklin of Routledge, 25 August 1936, quoted in Lewis, Penguin Special, p. 113. 
Penguin series founded over the years include: Penguin Classics, Penguin Modern Classics, Penguin Music 
Scores, Penguin Poets, Pelican History of Art and the Buildings of England Series. 
6 Richard Overy, The Morbid Age: Britain and the Crisis of Civilization, 1919-1939 (London: Penguin, 
2010), pp. 305, 156. 
7 Noel Carrington, reminiscence, quoted in Steve Hare, ed., Penguin Portrait: Allen Lane and the Penguin 
Editors 1935-1970 (London: Penguin, 1995), p. 133. 
8 Noel Carrington, reminiscence, quoted in Hare, Penguin Portrait, p. 134. For further information on 
Puffin Picture Books see, for example: [no author] A Checklist of the Puffin Picture Books and Related 
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War at Sea (PP2), War in the Air (PP3) and On the Farm (PP4), all published in 
December 1940.9 The original title for On the Farm was War on the Farm and there were 
two further books about aspects of the War: Great Deeds of the War (PP8) and The Battle 
of Britain (PP21).10  
Carrington later wrote that ‘it was 
agreed rather reluctantly that 
some of the first batch must be 
geared to the all-pervading war 
efforts’ and there is evidence that 
the Ministry of Information put 
pressure on Penguin to produce 
these titles. 11 The first Puffins 
may or may not have been 
official propaganda, or ‘publicity’, 
to use the preferred term – 
‘propaganda’ was regarded as a fascist description – but six tons of paper was allocated 
in February 1941 for some of these war-related titles. After the first four Puffin Picture 
Books appeared, Carrington was able to revert to his original plan, and other books in the 
series published during the war years were on topics such as insects, flowers, animals, 
trees, ships and trains. The first fictional Puffin Picture Book was Kathleen Hale’s 
                                                                                                                                                 
Series (Cleckheaton: Amadeus Press, 2010); Joe Pearson, Drawn Direct to the Plate: Noel Carrington and 
the Puffin Picture Books (Cleckheaton: Amadeus Press, 2010).
9 Puffin Picture Books were given the prefix ‘PP’ and then numbered within the series. James Holland, War 
on Land (1940); James Holland, War at Sea (1940), James Gardner, War in the Air (1940); James Gardner 
On the Farm (1940). 
10 Roland Davies, Great Deeds of the War (1941); David Garnett and James Gardner (illustrator), The 
Battle of Britain (1941). 
11 Noel Carrington, ‘Puffin Picture Books’, Noel Carrington file, Penguin Archive, UoB, quoted in Pearson, 
Drawn Direct to the Plate, p. 41. The chapter ‘Puffin Picture Books 1 – Puffin at War’, pp. 41-48 describes 
the circumstances surrounding these first titles, including an explanation of propaganda or publicity as a 
term for such publications, p. 44. 
Figure 4 the first Puffin Picture book, War on Land, by James 
Holland, published in 1940.
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Orlando’s Evening Out (PP14) published in 1941, the same year the first Puffin Story 
Books were published.12  
Penguin Books for Children: Puffin Story Books 
That Penguin started any new imprints during the Second World War was remarkable. 
Paper was rationed and many publishing firms had to restrict their publishing quite 
severely. A significant proportion of the workforce – predominantly male at this time – 
was away fighting, or could expect to be called up, leaving Penguin understaffed, and 
economic conditions in general made the starting of a new imprint a courageous or 
possibly a foolhardy proposition.13 Penguin, through a mixture of luck and good 
management, had a generous paper ration and this, coupled with Lane’s determination, 
enabled the firm to expand to serve new audiences.14 With the successful innovation of 
Puffin Picture Books, story books were an obvious new venture. Puffin Story Books were 
targeted at readers between seven and twelve, a slightly wider age range than Puffin 
Picture Books which were initially written for readers between eight and eleven, although 
later they would be suggested as suitable for ‘all ages’.15 Puffin Picture Books continued 
to co-exist with the Story Books, the final one, PP 120, being published in 1965, by 
which time Kaye Webb was Editor. 
A new children’s imprint required a new editor: Eleanor Graham, whom Lane 
involved from the first. She was already known to Lane, and with a background that 
combined writing for children, reviewing children’s books for the Sunday Times and the 
specialist publication Junior Bookshelf, working as a part-time children’s editor at 
                                                 
12 Kathleen Hale, Orlando’s Evening Out (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1941). Although numbered PP14 this 
is the first fiction Puffin Picture Book to be published; PP12 and PP13, both fiction, were actually 
published later: Joanna Cannan and Anne Bullen, Hamish (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1944); Enid Marx, A 
Book of Rigmaroles or Jingle Rhymes (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1945). This seeming anomaly arises 
because numbers are allocated to the books before publication. 
13 Paper rationing plans were put into action in March 1940 and reduced publishers to 60 per cent of their 
paper consumption for the year 1938-9. For further information see Stevenson, Book Makers, pp. 115-117. 
Conscription started in October 1939; all men aged 18-41 were required to register for service. The first 
group to be called up was men aged 20-23. As the war continued, other age groups were called up. 
14 For further information on Penguin during the Second World War and the effects of paper rationing on 
publishers see for example: Lewis, Penguin Special, Morpurgo, King Penguin, and Eric De Bellaigue, 
British Book Publishing as a Business since the 1960s (London: The British Library, 2004). Penguin 
launched a total of nineteen imprints during the War. Some of these failed but others, such as King Penguin 
and Penguin Modern Painters, succeeded and became central to the Penguin firm. 
15 Puffin Books The Complete Puffin Catalogue, 1968, copy available at Kaye Webb Collection, Seven 
Stories, the Centre for Children’s Books, KW/07/09/01p.2. 
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Methuen and experience of bookselling including in the children’s room of the London 
Bookshop, Bumpus, she was as well qualified as it was then possible to be to manage a 
children’s book list.16  
 Graham and Lane were in agreement that the new Puffin list was not simply to consist 
of ‘standard favourites’ reprinted.17 This would have been an uncompetitive direction to 
take since it was very similar to the way in which other cheap reprint editions built their 
lists. Lane gave Graham ‘complete editorial freedom to choose the best of the new books 
being published for children.’18 The first five Puffin Story Books appeared in December 
1941. They were: 
• Barbara Euphan Todd’s Worzel Gummidge (1936)  
• Derek McCulloch’s Cornish Adventure (1937)  
• Mrs Molesworth’s The Cuckoo Clock (1877)  
• Herbert Best’s Garram the Hunter (1930)  
• Will James’s Smoky (1926)19
  
Graham’s initial selection constituted a library in miniature: it covered a range of styles 
and attempted to cater for the tastes of a variety of readers. Worzel Gummidge and The 
Cuckoo Clock are both fantasies, but they are separated by more than 60 years and differ 
greatly in style and content. Barbara Euphan Todd’s cantankerous scarecrow hero was so 
popular that Graham went on to commission sequels specifically for Puffin in the 
tradition of Penguin ‘Originals’. Smoky, which won the Newbery medal and had already 
proved popular with both boys and girls in America in 1927. It is an American cowboy 
                                                 
16 Launched in 1936, Junior Bookshelf was the first regular source of book reviews in the UK; it also 
included articles by and about authors. 
17 Margaret Clark, ‘Eleanor Graham’, Signal (1972) (91-96) p. 95. 
18 Margaret Clark, Signal, p. 95. 
19 Barbara Euphan Todd, Worzel Gummidge (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1941) [1936]; Derek McCulloch, 
Cornish Adventure (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1941) [1937]; Mrs Molesworth, The Cuckoo Clock
(Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1941) [1877]; Herbert Best, Garram the Hunter (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1941) 
[1930]; Will James, Smoky (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1941) [1926]. 
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version of Black Beauty, full of ‘cowboy lingo’ and was still in print in Puffin in 1972. 20
Garram the Hunter, set in pre-Colonial Africa, tells how Garram, son of an African 
Chieftain, foils a political plot and saves his father’s life. Cornish Adventure is set more 
locally as the title suggests. Its author, Derek McCulloch, was well-known as ‘Uncle 
Mac’ from the radio programme ‘Children’s Hour’ and was credited as such on the cover, 
presumably as an added inducement to read the book. This provision of books for 
different tastes both follows the strategy used to launch Penguin and implies an intention 
on Puffin’s part to develop an eclectic list united by quality.21 It also testifies to Graham’s 
great achievement: creating in Puffin Books an imprint which became synonymous with 
quality.  
Graham spelled out her philosophy in 1960, when thanking Allen Lane for a 
retirement party which he had given for her: 
part of my creed, [was] that their story books are a vital part of a child’s growth, 
extending the exp[e]rience of particular circumstances to the fortunes and ways of 
living on all levels, in all parts of the world. Not all children’s education by a long 
way comes out of special educational books. Every book provided for them 
should have the authenticity and integrity to give them something worth keeping. 
And specially should they offer a true picture of ordinary life as it is lived, as they 
will encounter it, with true and reliable pictures of adults as well as of children – a 
reliable picture of what the fairy tales call “the way of the world”. 22
This belief that fiction was as valuable and as influential to children as educational books 
was to be a cornerstone of the Puffin ethos, driving the editorial assumption that quality 
should be a critical part of the reading experience. As with Penguins in general, Puffins 
were closely associated with intellectual development, and the importance of expanding 
each reader’s horizons was assumed. For Graham, a child’s transition to maturity quite 
naturally included a progression away from knowing only about her own life to learning 
about ‘living on all levels, in all parts of the world’. Variety was essential for this, in 
order that all readers might make discoveries, and so was quality, otherwise the integrity 
of the discoveries would be compromised. It is interesting to see that Graham’s concern 
                                                 
20 See Alice Dalgleish, ‘Will James 1892-1942’ in Newbery Medal Books 1922-1955 ed. By Bertha 
Mahony Miller and Elinor Whitney Field (Boston: The Horn Book, 1977) [1955], p. 48. 
21 The first ten Penguin books spanned biography, crime, and fiction by quality writers such as Ernest 
Hemingway and Compton Mackenzie. 
22 Eleanor Graham to Sir Allen Lane, 5 December 1960, Penguin Archive, UoB, DM1819/1/2.  
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here seems to be, not so much for the implied reader, as for what the implied reader can 
become. 
Dependability, consistency and quality were associated with Puffin from the 
beginning. Margaret Clark declared that without Graham’s work ‘we should not now 
almost take for granted the maxim, “Nothing but the best is good enough when 
publishing books for children”.23 The children she had in mind – the implied readers of 
Puffins – were identified in a 1936 review as ‘intelligent and critical’.24 The description 
chimes well with the ideal Penguin reader too, demonstrating how well-matched Graham 
was with Lane’s ideals, already in operation at Penguin.25
Early Puffins 
Eleanor Graham edited Puffin for twenty years, from 1940 to 1960. In that time 144 
books were published as Puffin Story Books. Establishing the exact number for which 
Graham is responsible is somewhat problematic: the long lead-in period between 
deciding to publish and actual publication means that there is a period of overlap between 
Graham and Webb at which point it is difficult to know to which editor a book should be 
attributed. A variety of different figures appears in different sources. Webb gave a figure 
of 150 books published before she arrived; Felicity Trotman in her biography of Webb 
names Tolkien’s The Hobbit (1937) as the first Puffin Book published by Webb.26 This 
makes Graham responsible for 160 books before her retirement. Certainly Webb worked 
on One Hundred and One Dalmatians by Dodie Smith (1956) since she notes a 
conversation with Mr. Somers in the accounts department asking him to ‘tackle contract 
for 101 Dalmations [sic] quickly’.27 Dalmatians is PS 165, so a figure of between 150 and 
160 books published by Graham seems to be a reasonable assumption. 
                                                 
23 Clark, Signal (1972), p. 91. 
24 Review of A History of English Life by Amabel Williams-Ellis and Wilma Hickson from Sunday Times
1936 cited in Clark, Signal (1972), p. 93. 
25 The characteristics of Penguin readers was the subject of a Mass-Observation study in 1947. Amongst 
other findings, it concluded that Penguin readers were more likely than the average to be young, educated, 
a member of a library and a voter. Politically, they were five times as likely to vote Labour as non-Penguin 
readers. Lewis, Penguin Special, p. 230. 
26 Felicity Trotman, ‘Webb, (Kathleen) Kaye (1914-1996)’, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
Oxford University Press, 2004 <http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/60767> [accessed 16 Aug 2007]. 
27 Kaye Webb, ‘Kaye Webb. Puffin Notes In Diary Form. Mainly For Reminder’, typescript, 1 March 
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Whatever the exact final figure, the list grew slowly but steadily in those first twenty 
years. The publication of those first five titles in 1941 was a very significant achievement 
despite sounding like a low number by the standards of today. The number is in any case 
comparable to the numbers of children’s books on other lists, whether paperback or 
hardback.  
Year 
Number of books 
published 
Year 
Number of books 
published 
1941 5 1951 4 
1942 2 1952 3 
1943 3 1953 8 
1944 5 1954 9 
1945 6 1955 7 
1946 10 1956 7 
1947 7 1957 9 
1948 8 1958 13 
1949 10 1959 12 
1950 6 1960 12 
Table 1 Number of Puffin Story Books published in each year from 1941-1960 inclusive.
Graham built up her Puffin list, adding between two and thirteen books per year (see 
Table 1 above for the annual figures). Her aim was twofold: to bring quality fiction to a 
wider audience by making it cheaper, and to make Puffin an imprint in which all books 
necessary for a child to enjoy and benefit from reading could be found. She included 
writers from abroad as well as British ones, and she was careful to include a mixture of 
genres: biographies, poetry, fantasy, non-fiction, adventure and detective fiction, animal 
stories, fairy tales and retellings of myths and legends which became classics in their own 
right. Amongst the latter were Roger Lancelyn Green’s King Arthur and his Knights of 
the Round Table (1953) and Tales of the Greek Heroes (1958).28 This was one of 
                                                 
28 Roger Lancelyn Green, King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1953). 
Roger Lancelyn Green, Tales of the Greek Heroes (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1958). This book was reissued 
in 1994 as a Puffin Classic and again in 2010 to tie in with Percy Jackson Lightening Thief films, which are 
based on Greek myths. The 2010 edition has an introduction by Rick Riordan, author of the Percy Jackson 
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Graham’s earliest commissioned Puffins. Webb noted that ‘[w]hen E[leanor Graham] 
couldn’t get permission for books she wanted – (libraries still against pbacks[)] she 
commissioned’.29 Other titles which she commissioned for Puffin include Worzel 
Gummidge sequels by Barbara Euphan Todd, and Fell Farm books by Marjorie Lloyd.30
Under Webb, these commissions, known as Puffin Originals, acquired a high status, but 
the tradition was already established, as indeed it was in the Penguin company as a 
whole.31
The Implied Puffin Reader 
Although the list began with fiction there were soon some non-fiction books too. The 
Insect Man: a tale of how the Yew Tree children went to France to hear the story of Jean 
Henri Fabre (1936), a biography of etymologist Jean Henri Fabre by Eleanor Doorly and 
The Puffin Puzzle Book (1944) were respectively the sixth and ninth books to be 
pulished.32 This pattern of publishing some non-fiction on the list continued, although 
fiction always predominated. Amongst the non-fiction books were books about visiting 
the opera, ballet and concerts written by acknowledged experts in the fields, who more 
usually wrote for adults. The three consecutive non-fiction titles published in 1954 
indicate their middle-class tastes: Enjoying Paintings, by A. C. Ward; Going to a 
Concert, by Lionel Salter and Going to the Ballet, by Arnold Haskell.33 It is clear that at 
this period the implied reader of a Puffin Book, as well as being a ‘critical, intelligent 
reader’, was likely to be a white, middle-class mini-adult, in tune with a patriarchal 
society, who was being initiated into the ways of adult reading and adult behaviour. In 
1960 Graham gave as an overriding ideal that all books should provide ‘a true picture of 
                                                                                                                                                 
books – an example of how a book from the backlist can be repackaged and made relevant to a 
contemporary readership. 
29 Kaye Webb, manuscript notes, n.d., SS, KW/11/03/02. 
30 Barbara Euphan Todd, Worzel Gummidge and Saucy Nancy (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1947); Barbara 
Euphan Todd, Worzel Gummidge Again (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1949) [1937]. Marjorie Lloyd, Fell Farm 
Holiday: a Story for Children (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1951); Marjorie Lloyd, Fell Farm for Christmas
(Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1954). 
31 The first Penguin to be commissioned was for the Pelican imprint: G. D. H. Cole Practical Economics
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1937). 
32 Eleanor Doorly, The Insect Man: A Tale Of How The Yew Tree Children Went To France To Hear The 
Story Of Jean Henri Fabre (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1942) [1936]; W. E. Gladstone, The Puffin Puzzle 
Book (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1944). 
33 Lionel Salter, Going to a Concert (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1954) [1950]; A. C. Ward, Enjoying 
Paintings (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1954) [1949]; Arnold Haskell, Going to the Ballet (Harmondsworth: 
Puffin, 1954), [1950]. 
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ordinary life as it is lived’; but the list cannot honestly be said to provide that true picture 
for more than a limited section of children by 1960. There is variety in the list in terms of 
genre, nationality of author and subject matter; however, there is a resolutely middle-
class agenda. For instance, the first-ever Puffin, Worzel Gummidge, positions the 
educated speech of the middle-class protagonists, convalescing from whooping cough 
with their old nurse, as the norm against the working-class speech of the scarecrow. 
Through his speech patterns, and the reaction of the children to them, it is obvious that 
although he is much loved, and is the hero, Worzel Gummidge is the ‘other’, the outsider, 
the scruffy yet oddly glamorous and unattainable fantasy element of the story. This is 
evident in every exchange between Susan and John and their scarecrow friend; not least 
when the now-healthy children meet Gummidge and his wife, Earthy Mangold, for the 
final time: 
 ‘Darling Gummidge,’ cried Susan. ‘We’re going home to London.’ 
 ‘Me and her’s staying here for a bit,’ wheezed Gummidge [...] 
 ‘Ooh aye, we see a bit of life here, and the trains is company.’34
Middle-class Susan both refers to Gummidge by his last name and refers to him as 
‘darling’, signs that she regards herself as socially superior to the scarecrow whose 
wheeze, unlike her own whooping cough, seems likely to be a permanent sign of a 
weakened constitution. The class differences between the pair are underlined by the 
scarecrow’s poor grammar and colloquial expressions. Dialect and ungrammatical speech 
have been contentious in children’s books. There is generally an unwritten rule about 
characters providing a good example to readers by employing educated speech. However 
working-class characters such as servants may be ‘permitted’ a more colloquial voice. 
Graham and Webb met for the first time over lunch on 2 March 1961. Webb’s diary 
notes record that she ‘[w]as agreeably surprised. Young personality and voice much less 
rigid in her ideas than I had supposed. Obviously regrets my decisions about certain 
                                                 
34 Todd, Worzel Gummidge p. 143. 
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books but seemed to accept each Editor has own tastes’.35 In her interview for the Oral 
Archive, however, a slightly different picture emerged: 
Eleanor and I had one rather sticky tea. We met, I remember, at a hotel. Marble 
Arch. And it was awkward because I didn’t know what she looked like, she didn’t 
know what I looked like and we sort of fiddled around before we finally met up, 
and she was polite, but obviously, you know, miserable.36  
Webb’s notes indicate that there was an awkwardness about the editorial handover which 
this lunch helped to disperse: ‘[w]e parted on good terms and with offers of help from 
her’.37 Part of the reason for Webb’s lunchtime conversation was to clarify ‘a general 
idea’ that Graham ‘did “no work” for the last five years’.38 Webb’s opinion, later passed 
on to Tony Godwin, was that Graham and Clark ‘both worked but duplicated each other 
quite often’.39 It seems clear that, for a considerable length of time, the Puffin imprint was 
being run in a somewhat un-businesslike way or at least in a way which gave rise to an 
impression of being un-businesslike. In part this probably arose from the use of ‘inside’ 
and ‘outside’ editorial staff. Chapter 2 considers how Webb’s determination to be 
involved in all decision-making and to have a presence and desk at the Harmondsworth 
Penguin offices signalled a new era for Puffin. Graham, despite working all her life and 
devoting twenty years of her career to Puffin, does not meet the expectations of the 
pioneer career woman in the way that Webb later would. Webb’s different way of 
working changed the internal perception of the work of the children’s editor and was also 
a turning point for the position of the children’s editor in the industry.  
The complete list of books published while Graham was editor (see Appendix A, PS1-
PS160) contains a large number of books which were already regarded as classics and 
remain well-known and in print. This includes such titles as The Secret Garden (1911) by 
Frances Hodgson Burnett; Alice's Adventures in Wonderland (1865) and Through the 
                                                 
35 Kaye Webb, ‘Kaye Webb. Puffin Notes In Diary Form. Mainly For Reminder’, typescript, 1 March 
[1961], SS, KW/07/01/03/04f.1. 
36 Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker, ‘Interview with Kaye Webb, 7 February 1995’, in Oral 
Archives: A collection of informal conversations with individuals involved in creating or producing 
children’s literature since 1945, compiled by Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker (London: 
Roehampton University, 1998), pp. 366-388, p. 368. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
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Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There (1871) by Lewis Carroll; King Solomon's 
Mines (1885) by H. Rider Haggard; several of Edith Nesbit’s best known titles: The Story 
of the Treasure Seekers (1899), The Wouldbegoods (1901), Five Children and It (1902),
The Phoenix and the Carpet (1904), The Story of the Amulet (1906), and The Railway 
Children (1906); Black Beauty (1877) by Anna Sewell and Robert Louis Stevenson’s A 
Child's Garden of Verses (1885) and Kidnapped (1886).40 There were also well-known 
books which soon became classics and thus remain in print today. In addition there were 
inevitably books which are now largely forgotten.  
In establishing a clear picture of how strong the list would have seemed during the 
1940s and 1950s it is extremely helpful that there is evidence of professional critical 
reception. Several books on the list were paperback editions of award-winning books, a 
significant measure of a book’s perceived quality. Awards such as the Carnegie Medal, 
awarded annually by the Youth Libraries Group for ‘an outstanding book for children’ 
published the previous year, and the Newbery Medal, the equivalent award in America, 
were overseen by children’s literature professionals and are still respected and indicative 
of high standards.41 Since the awards are made in the year of publication, Puffin books, 
being reprints, were not eligible for them, but the fact that Graham, and later Webb, 
chose prize-winning books for the Puffin list gives an indication of the literary standards 
they set. It was one way in which as paperback editors they could ensure that a book was 
of an acknowledged high quality. It also allows a measure for some of the books which 
are not now remembered or considered to be part of the canon. Gay-Neck: the Story of a 
Pigeon (1928) by Dhan Gopal Mukerji, for example, was a Newbery Award Winner, and 
Young Walter Scott (1936) by E. Janet Gray won a Newbery Honor Medal. Mukerji, born 
                                                 
40 The following are all published by Puffin at Harmondsworth: Frances Hodgson Burnett, The Secret 
Garden (1951) [1911]; Lewis Carroll, Alice's Adventures in Wonderland (1946) [1865]; Lewis Carroll, 
Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There (1948) [1871]; H. Rider Haggard, King 
Solomon's Mines (1958) [1885]; Edith Nesbit, The Story of the Treasure Seekers (1958) [1899]; Edith 
Nesbit, The Wouldbegoods (1958) [1901]; Edith Nesbit, Five Children and It (1959) [1902]; Edith Nesbit,
The Phoenix and the Carpet (1959) [1904];Edith Nesbit The Story of the Amulet (1959) [1906]; Edith 
Nesbit, The Railway Children (1960) [1906]; Anna Sewell, Black Beauty (1954) [1877]; Robert Louis 
Stevenson, A Child's Garden of Verses (1948) [1885]; Robert Louis Stevenson, Kidnapped (1946) [1886]. 
41 For further information on the Carnegie Medal, see ‘The CILIP Carnegie Medal’, 
<http://www.carnegiegreenaway.org.uk/carnegie/> [accessed 11/12/10].For further information on the 
Newbery Medal, see ‘About the Newbery Medal’, 
<http://www.ala.org/ala/mgrps/divs/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/newberymedal/aboutnewbery/aboutnewb
ery.cfm> [accessed 27/01/09]. 
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in India but resident in America from the age of nineteen, was admired for bringing 
insights into Indian and Hindu life and spirituality to Western children.42 Gay-Neck was 
described at the time of winning the Newbery Award as being ‘more than just a simple 
story of a pigeon’s training and adventuring, for Gay-Neck is truly a carrier pigeon, a 
bearer of messages, and his messages are works of courage from the wisdom of the 
Lama’.43 These qualities of virtue and Eastern exoticism were combined with literary 
excellence and a lack of condescension in his writing style for children, attributes which 
appealed to Graham in her selection for Puffin. Gay-Neck was still in print in 1991 but is 
very different from the faster-paced stories which have most appeal today. Gray’s 
fictionalised biography of Sir Walter Scott was highly praised by her editor May Massee 
as a ‘shining example of [Gray’s] fidelity to fact and truth and her ability to tell a story’.44
However, as discussed in Chapter 6, twenty-first-century expectations of historical fiction 
are very different, and it is no surprise that this book is no longer in print.  
Graham’s ability to identify future modern classics can be seen in her publication of: 
books such as The Family From One End Street (1937) by Eve Garnett, Noel 
Streatfeild’s Ballet Shoes (1936) and Ursula Moray Williams’ Adventures of the Little 
Wooden Horse (1938).45 In addition she spotted and published the first books in such 
significant series as Mary Norton’s Borrowers books and C. S. Lewis’s Narnia books.46
Further books in both these series continued to be published in Puffin when Webb took 
over as Editor; for now it suffices to say that she inherited a literary list. 
The Status of Paperback Books for Children  
I think paper-backed books are a very good idea, inspite of what some 
people say about them. 
- Alison Dempster to Kaye Webb, SS, KW/07/05/02/71 
                                                 
42 Elizabeth Seeger, ‘Dhan Mukerji and His Books’ in Newbery Medal Books 1922-1955 ed. By Bertha 
Mahony Miller and Elinor Whitney Field (Boston: The Horn Book, 1977) [1955], pp. 53-58. 
43 Newbery Medal Books 1922-1955, p. 50. 
44 May Massee, ‘Elizabeth Janet Gray’ in Newbery Medal Books 1922-1955, pp. 227-235, p. 234. 
45 The following are all published by Puffin at Harmondsworth: Eve Garnett, The Family From One End 
Street (1942) [1937]; Noel Streatfeild, Ballet Shoes (1949) [1936]; Ursula Moray Williams, The Adventures 
of the Little Wooden Horse (1959) [1938]. 
46 Mary Norton, The Borrowers (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1958) [1952]; C. S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch 
and the Wardrobe (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1959) [1950]. 
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As already noted, paperback books have a very different history from that of their 
hardback progenitors and, until relatively recently, their status was markedly inferior to 
that of hardback books. Although Penguin Books had broken through this barrier of 
suspicion and snobbery to a remarkable extent by 1960, in part as a result of their high 
production and design values and in part due to the quality and variety of their list, 
paperback books were not valued fifty years ago in the way that they are today. Jeremy 
Lewis, in his biography of Sir Allen Lane, says of paperback books pre-Penguin that they 
‘were generally regarded as a lower form of life; and, if the old order [of publishers] had 
its way, would remain forever incarcerated in the literary bargain basement’.47 By 1960 
there was more respect for paperback books than twenty years previously when the 
Puffin list began, but there was still resistance from potential buyers at all levels – 
professionals, parents and booksellers – and the resistance to them was greater when the 
paperbacks were children’s books. This reluctance had its roots in a lingering association 
of paperbacks with low quality, both as physical objects and in content.  
Writing in School Librarian in 1960, G. Bott gave the professional librarian and 
English master’s view of paperbacks for young readers.48 Accepting them as inevitable, 
he approved of the principle of cheap and readily available books but expressed doubts 
about their overall quality and value. This was a typical view and meant that even after 
twenty years the concept of paperback books for children was still suspect. The 
advantage that Penguin and therefore Puffin had in this area was the company’s 
reputation for quality. In the same article Bott described Penguin books as ‘the 
undisputed aristocrats of paperbacks’ but considered that the vast majority of paperback 
books were positively unsuitable for child readers. Since as well as writing this article he 
was the author of a regular column in School Librarian entitled ‘Some Paperbacks for 
Young People’s Personal Libraries’ his opinion was important, and the fact that even he 
had such grave reservations about paperback books for children is evidence of the 
prevailing attitude. At the time of Bott’s article, in 1960, the publishers who regularly 
                                                 
47 Lewis, Penguin Special, p. 74. Lewis was a director of Chatto & Windus. As a publisher himself, Lewis 
is in a good position to comment. 
48 G. Bott, ‘Paperbacks and the Young Reader’, School Librarian, 10 (1960), 112-116. G. Bott was Senior 
English Master and Librarian, Cockermouth Grammar School and contributor of a regular column for 
School Librarian: ‘Some Paperbacks for Young People’s Personal Libraries’. 
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produced children’s paperbacks were Puffin, Nelson Juniors and Scottie Books. Nelson 
Juniors were educational books and school readers published by Thomas Nelson, a long-
established Scottish firm. Scottie Books published hobbies books and adventure stories, 
including titles by Jules Verne, Malcolm Saville. According to Bott, ‘[m]any librarians 
quite rightly doubt the value of paperbacks for a school library’. This was a widely-held 
view amongst library professionals, although the objections were at least as much about 
the fact that paperbacks were less durable than hardback books as about any literary 
criticism.49 As late as 1972 Clive Bingley wrote that ‘libraries decline to buy paperback 
editions because of destructibility’.50  
The rationale for Bott’s column in School Librarian was to encourage children to buy 
books of their own ‘in the hope that they will become life-long buyers of books of all 
kinds’.51 This view is very close to Sir Allen Lane’s own Penguin philosophy of the 
benefits of increased book ownership, and to the ideal of Puffin books as a slip-road to 
Penguins as readers progressed from child to adult. There was a consensus that book 
ownership was desirable. It is natural that Lane would subscribe to this view, as a 
bookseller, but for Bott, a librarian, to hold the same opinion suggests that it might be 
more than merely a business strategy. As the 1960s progressed, increased public spending 
resulted in larger budgets for libraries and this coupled with the evident quality of some 
paperback books, including Puffin books, led to a more open attitude towards paperbacks 
in libraries, something which would benefit Puffin greatly. Webb, making typed notes on 
‘Uses of paperbacks’, (see Figure 5 below) made two particularly interesting observations 
about the benefits of paperbacks: that ‘[c]hildren prefer paperbacks thinking they are 
easier to read and not as long. Easier to carry. {Put P in Pocket}’. This last reference is to 
the fact that you can fit a Puffin in your Pocket – an advertising slogan at one point. 
Clearly Webb believed that the physical aspect of a book affected the likelihood of it 
being picked up and read, and an important factor in this was portability.  
                                                 
49 The significance to librarians of the durability of their stock can be deduced from the fact that a regular 
advertisement in School Librarian was for Dunn & Wilson Ltd’s reinforced binding. Longer-lasting covers 
and prolonging the life of stock was understandably a consideration for librarians. Re-binding was the 
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50 Clive Bingley, The Business of Book Publishing (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1972), p. 26. 
51 G. Bott, School Librarian, 10, p. 115. 
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Figure 5 KW/11/03/12f.4, Seven Stories. Typed notes by Webb for a speech. Note the handwritten 
additions as she has returned to the notes to amplify them. This is typical of early drafts or notes in the 
Webb archive as are the typing errors, probably since the typing was done at speed, almost certainly by 
Webb herself. 
Penguin Books in the Early 1960s:  
Publishing Imprint as Transitive Verb 
‘What other publishing imprint has entered the language as a transitive verb?’, asks Eric 
de Bellaigue, labelling Penguin ‘the outstanding instance of branding among the major 
adult trade houses’.52 He is speaking of a later period, when Penguin was part of a 
conglomerate rather than an independent publishing house, but the fact is that by the 
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1960s Penguin had a highly visible and respected position within British culture. The 
company had weathered the Second World War very successfully and in the early post-
war years there was a tremendous feeling of excitement surrounding paperback 
publishing. Penguin’s high profile after the war resulted in ‘Penguin’ becoming a 
synonym for ‘paperback’ for the general public. To ‘be Penguined’ meant to be published 
in paperback.53 Even the BBC, initially unable to accept ‘Penguin’ as a generic word for 
‘paperback’ since it counted as advertising, eventually capitulated and permitted the word 
to be broadcast to mean ‘paperback’.54 In a similar vein, ‘Puffin’ became synonymous 
with children’s paperbacks , though to be ‘Puffined’ conveyed a certain cachet. However, 
towards the end of the 1950s there was a less coherent sense of common purpose than 
there had been at other periods in the firm’s history, and not all staff were moving and 
adapting to the new era and to new market conditions. This criticism can be levelled at 
both Eleanor Graham and Allen Lane.55
 The event which was to be the tipping-point for Penguin that helped the company 
regain its position at the forefront of the publishing industry came in 1960 with the 
obscenity trial of Lady Chatterley’s Lover by D. H. Lawrence.56 The high-profile and 
controversial trial focused literary and public attention on the Penguin company. Many 
members of the literary and publishing establishment were supportive, and their support 
extended to being prepared to stand up in court and give their verdict in favour of 
allowing the publication to go ahead. Amongst these, some disliked the book itself or 
thought it a poor example of Lawrence’s writing but stood firm on the principle of 
allowing publication. When Penguin won the case, so much publicity had been generated 
that the book sold in vast quantities and made them a huge profit. The company had also 
established or re-established its reputation for boldness, principle and integrity, as well as 
demonstrating its ability to move with the times, which stood it in good stead at the 
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Book Publishing, p. 36. 
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beginning of one of the most progressive decades of the century: the 1960s. As a result of 
this success, Penguin shares were floated on the stock market, Lane became a millionaire 
(at least on paper) and the Penguin brand was visibly enhanced and its position reinforced 
in the vanguard of the paperback publishing industry.57 Over the next few years, Lane 
exercised ‘his ability to attract talented men and women, whether as advisers or 
colleagues’ to reinvigorate the editorial side of the company.58 Kaye Webb was part of 
this editorial invigoration.  
From Eleanor Graham to Kaye Webb 
A mythology has grown up around the first two editors of Puffin which says that Graham, 
after twenty years as editor, was becoming set in her ways and was no longer sufficiently 
in tune with her readership. In swept the young and vibrant Kaye Webb, who changed 
Puffin almost overnight and created a golden age of children’s literature. Graham was 
characterised as the ‘old guard’ who was holding back progress and Webb became 
associated with all that was good and dynamic about Puffin, resulting in a somewhat 
distorted view which overlooked many of Graham’s achievements or, as already seen, 
attributed them to her successor. While there is some truth in this picture, it deserves a 
more nuanced account. J. E. Morpurgo’s biography of Sir Allen Lane is one of the main 
sources of this legend, and the background of general editorial staleness at a time of 
company renewal probably goes some way to explaining his belief that Eleanor Graham 
was a ‘fuddy-duddy’ whom Lane was relieved to get rid of. There is evidence to support 
the view that she was losing touch with her audience. The best-known example is that 
about this time, Graham turned down publication rights for J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit
(1937) on the grounds that it was too violent.59 In view of its very favourable reception 
and immediate popularity on first publication in 1937, Graham’s objections, more than 
two decades later, seem over-cautious. When it first appeared the Times reviewer 
considered it to be a book for children and adults alike, and had no hesitation in 
recommending it for children: 
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58 De Bellaigue, British Book Publishing, p. 35. 
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[e]very one [the hobbit] meets can be enjoyed in the nursery; […] in this book a 
number of good things, never before united, have come together; a fund of 
humour, an understanding of children, and a happy fusion of the scholar’s with 
the poet’s grasp of mythology.60
In fact, Puffin did publish The Hobbit since on Graham’s departure, Margaret Clark, 
Graham’s assistant, was able ‘to persuade her colleagues to buy the rights for Tolkien's 
The Hobbit - a title her predecessor had always greeted with a “grimace of distaste”’.61
The Hobbit was published in 1961, the first paperback edition to be produced. Felicity 
Trotman describes it as the first of the Puffin list to be published by Kaye Webb, as 
mentioned earlier, and Webb names it as a book being prepared for the 1961 ‘October 
Puffin Push’, but the decision was Clark’s.62 Anticipating that Tolkien’s book would be 
popular, the print run was 35,000 and sold quickly, benefitting from a simultaneous BBC 
radio serialisation. However, the hardback publishers, Allen & Unwin, were worried 
about the effect of paperback sales on their own sales and only allowed one printing.63  
The perception that Eleanor Graham was a fuddy-duddy who needed to be ousted in 
order for Puffin Books to progress distressed Webb, and she was at some pains to correct 
the impression. In comparing Graham with Webb, Jack Morpurgo acknowledged that 
Graham ‘had done marvellous things for Puffins and for children’s books generally’ 
before describing her as ‘cast in the conventional mould of children’s book editors’ – 
evidently not a compliment. According to Morpurgo, Lane:  
suspected that the list was conventional, even “fuddy-duddy”, because he believed 
that Eleanor Graham was conventional and did not doubt that she was “fuddy-
duddy”; that, he thought was all that he could expect, and the ordinariness of 
Puffins – in every respect but their price – was, after all, in much the same kind as 
the ordinariness of Penguin reprints in the first two or three years of the firm, and 
therefore to be tolerated.64
Webb tried to persuade Morpurgo to modify his verdict on Graham, but his publishers 
felt that he was entitled to give his view. Webb did not feel he was doing Graham justice, 
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and the possibility that this was right is reinforced since Lewis makes it plain in his own 
biography of Lane that he considers Morpurgo to be an unreliable source in many 
respects.65 The truth probably lies somewhere in between the two. For our purposes it is 
important to see both the similarities and the profound differences between the first two 
Puffin editors.  
Conclusion  
Morpurgo’s opinion that Puffin was ‘ordinary’ in the first twenty years of its existence is 
not borne out by an examination of the books published. As this chapter has shown, the 
initial list displays variety and high standards. The implied audience was certainly white 
and middle-class, but this was no different from other children’s lists of the time or, 
arguably, of publishing for adults, and there is the mitigating circumstance of the more 
democratic price of Puffin books to take into account, together with the more progressive 
ethos of the Penguin in general. Eleanor Graham built up an imprint from scratch at a 
time when this was in itself a considerable achievement. Puffin sat comfortably within its 
parent company in aspiration and ethos. Its raison d’être was to provide affordable books 
for children without compromising on the quality of the reading material, just as Penguin 
provided affordable, good-quality books for adults. Puffins also acted as an introduction 
to the Penguin ‘brand’, building up a reading community which would see Penguin books 
as the natural next step as readers of Puffin grew out of children’s books. Where Graham 
was weak was in her failure to maximise Puffin’s presence in bookshops and in taking 
advantage of Puffin’s near-monopoly of children’s paperbacks. By 1960 her approach 
was too cautious for the changing publishing situation, exemplified by her inability to see 
The Hobbit as appropriate for children, and by a lack of drive in publicising Puffin books. 
Graham’s achievement in her two decades at Puffin was to set up a solid basis for the 
future, providing a body of books which sold steadily and which established a reputation 
for reliability of content and standards to rival the Oxford University Press. That future 
was bright and would centre round the next Puffin editor, Kaye Webb.  
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long-running and bitter feud between him and Lane. Lewis describes him as ‘the Uriah Heep of the 
Penguin story’ who ‘took his revenge by writing a biography of Lane in which protestations of love and 
admiration fail to disguise the bitterness and resentment of the spurned courtier.’ Lewis, Penguin Special, 
p. 261. 
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As the following chapters will show, ideas about childhood and adolescence were 
about to undergo important changes and the publishing industry was also on the brink of 
change. Together with a recognition of the changing make-up of society these factors 
meant that the relationship between Puffin and its readers needed to be re-negotiated in 
order for Puffin to play a leading role. The Webb archives show her at the heart of 
instigating and managing these necessary changes, resulting in making her both a central 
figure in children’s publishing and an increasingly visible and respected person within 
Penguin. 
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Chapter 2 
The Making of a Puffin Editor 
  
I was thrilled when, in the library, I saw a Puffin book. I would open it, 
just to read “Editor: Kaye Webb”. Why, I knew her! 
- Kathleen Warner to Kaye Webb, 20 January 1976, Seven Stories, the Centre for 
Children’s Books, Kaye Webb Collection, KW/07/05/02/107. 
Introduction 
Puffin represented quality, safety and an assurance of high standards, and the Puffin 
editor needed to reflect the same values. From the material in Kaye Webb’s archive not 
only can it be seen that Webb did indeed provide this comfort, but there is also evidence 
of how her values and opinions were shaped, both in her work before her arrival at Puffin 
and after. Parents seeing Webb’s name inside a book could feel reassured that the 
contents would not shock or corrupt or otherwise be unsuitable for a child; readers could 
anticipate with confidence a book which they were likely to find enjoyable and 
entertaining. A grateful father, whose family holiday had been enhanced by taking 
Puffins for the children to read, wrote: 
Obviously one is grateful in the first place to the authors and artists, 
and yet the Puffin imprint does seem to add something special, 
something friendly. Perhaps this derives from the [reliable] quality, 
perhaps from The Puffin Club, perhaps from having seen you (since 
which time the littlest one has formed a comfortable notion that you 
write the lot: as evidence, your name in each book). But we all knew 
that with a selection of Puffins we would at least not be 
disappointed, and of course the realisation was far higher than that.1
As this and the opening quote show, readers identified with Webb personally and felt an 
affinity with her. Up to a point, they did know her, possibly in person through her visits 
around the country and abroad, maybe through belonging to the Puffin Club and reading 
Puffin Post. What the readers and buyers of Puffin books were unlikely to be aware of 
was that the cosy, maternal figure whose name in the front of a book signified excellence 
was just one aspect of a woman whose complex and unconventional private life was the 
antithesis of the respectability projected to her readers. Central to an understanding of 
                                                 
1 Dennis Cartledge to Kaye Webb, 20 August 1970, SS, KW/07/04/01/01/06. 
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Kaye Webb the children’s book editor is an understanding of how she came to be that 
person for the person was never far from the professional persona. 
Creating a Career Woman 
Webb never wrote a complete autobiography despite encouragement from friends and an 
offer to publish it from Julia MacRae.2 However, it was something which she 
contemplated and as a result her archive contains some notes about important incidents in 
her life, cameos of some of the interesting people with whom she had worked, and 
sketches of jobs which she had held. While some take the form of jottings, evidently 
intended as memory-joggers, others are more complete vignettes which often exist in 
several versions. What is most striking about these autobiographical snippets is that when 
trying to understand her own life, she always returned to the story of her mother: 
‘[t]here’s no possible way I can write an account of my life without talking of my 
mother’s early ?tragedy [sic], for she influenced my life almost totally until my third 
marriage.’3 Webb believed that her mother’s influence on her was a central part of who 
she was and that an explanation of the relationship, ‘is, I think, necessary to explain how 
for almost half my life I rarely did anything without seeking and needing her approval, or 
in unconscious imitation of her’.4 As a result it must be the starting point for an 
investigation into some of the events which shaped Kaye Webb. Her instinct that the 
mother-daughter bond lies at the heart of an understanding of her later life is endorsed by 
Rebecca Abrams’ study of career women born between 1907 and 1929 – and thus of 
comparable age to Webb. The findings show that ‘[c]hildhood experiences seem to have 
played an important role in shaping attitudes towards work’ and the women whom she 
interviewed were very likely to describe their mothers as ‘remarkable’, ‘outstanding’ or 
‘unusual’ – qualities which Kaye Webb attributed to her own mother.5 Abrams speculates 
that: 
                                                 
2 Julia MacRae to Kaye Webb, 24 October 1979, SS, KW/07/06/20; Kaye Webb to Julia MacRae, 1979, 
SS, KW/07/06/21. Julia MacRae was a children’s book editor at Hamish Hamilton at this time; later she left 
to found her own children’s hardback publishing imprint.  
3 Kaye Webb, ‘Kaye Webb Version 1’, typescript draft n.d., SS, KW/15/13. 
4 Kaye Webb, typescript draft beginning ‘There were three more children to George & Anne Stevens’, n.d., 
SS, KW/15/17f.5. Kaye Webb’s mother is ‘Ann’ without an ‘e’ and her grandmother is ‘Anne’ with an ‘e’.
5 Rebecca Abrams, Woman in a Man’s World: Pioneering Career Women of the Twentieth Century
(London: Methuen, 1993), p. xxxiv. 
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the process of identifying some special quality in their mothers bolstered their 
own sense of self-worth and provided an extra spur to their determination. Closer 
examination, however, shows that hyperbole at times thinly veils a more complex 
dynamic in the mother-daughter relationship that involves guilt, regret, pity and 
fear as well as admiration, respect and gratitude.6
In addition, Abrams found that even a slight experience of work by the mother had a 
considerable effect on the daughter and her subsequent career ambitions.  
Kaye’s mother Ann Webb (née Stevens) overcame the disadvantages of a difficult and 
unhappy childhood and moved to London where she learnt secretarial skills – something 
which was unusual for women at the time. She became pregnant and her strictly religious 
stepfather refused to allow her back to the family home. Pregnancy outside marriage in 
the early decades of the twentieth century was both problematic and shameful. Unless a 
wedding could be arranged, ‘the fate of the woman was not an enviable one. She was 
often disowned by her family, […] Many had no alternative but the workhouse.’7 It was 
also quite usual for women to be forced into giving up illegitimate children for adoption, 
or even to be committed to, and held in, asylums. Ann’s reaction to her predicament 
shows her to be resilient and resourceful. She had the baby – Bill, Kaye Webb’s older 
half-brother – and despite her lover being twice prevented from marrying her, kept Bill 
herself, rather than giving him up for adoption. She then contacted two previous 
‘admirers’ explaining that she now had a baby son and would marry them if they wished. 
The first to reply was a local journalist called Arthur Webb whom Ann had met at a 
church concert. They were married within two days.8 Arthur was a reporter on The Star
and he went on to have a distinguished journalistic career, but the marriage was unhappy 
and the couple lived separately for long periods of their lives. The resilience which Ann 
displayed mirrors the strength of character and tenaciousness required by her daughter 
when working in the predominately male-dominated publishing world. 
Ann emerges from Kaye Webb’s accounts of her as a vibrant, lively, determined and 
also sometimes irresponsible person. These were qualities which Kaye Webb also 
displayed and which her mother encouraged and supported, even when it was not 
                                                 
6 Abrams, Pioneering Career Women, p. xxxvi. 
7 Sue Bruley, Women in Britain Since 1900 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 1999), p. 77. 
8 Kaye Webb, typescript draft beginning ‘My mother could find out very little about him’, n.d., SS, 
KW/15/18f.4. 
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sensible. Ann’s strength of character and determination, coupled with her reckless streak 
and a sense of having lived with constraints for most of her own life, caused her to push 
her children, and Kaye in particular, to achieve what she never had, socially and 
intellectually, and made her very ambitious on their behalf. Kaye was the middle of three 
children and the only girl. Her brothers were Bill (1912-1976) and John (1918-1944) and 
both went on to journalistic careers, but this should not deflect attention from just how 
unusual it was that Kaye too was encouraged, both by example and by strong support, to 
be as ambitious as her brothers. Ultimately she was the most successful of the siblings.  
Webb credited her own experience of childhood reading left a lasting impression on 
her which contributed greatly to her ability as an editor. Reading had been important to 
Webb’s mother as she grew up, even in a home which did not value reading, and in 
which it had to be done more or less in secret. Ann passed on this love of books to her 
children. Arthur too played a part in encouraging literary ambitions. On one occasion he 
took Webb to Trinity College library in Dublin, when he was working there as a 
journalist for the Irish Times. She found the sight of a library which held ‘a copy of every 
book that’s ever been written’ overwhelming.9 Later there was a period of three months 
when she read extensively while being nursed through rheumatic fever. She remembers 
reading:
mainly adult books. We didn’t have picture books but my aunt used 
to read me “Ham, Shem and Japheth”, a strip cartoon from the 
Chronicle. I also read almost all of Kipling as a friend of my father’s 
sent me a new one every birthday. I loved Lamb’s Tales of 
Shakespeare which my cousin read to me, and was very fond of an 
extremely sentimental story called The Happy Wanderer. But my 
very special book was The Happy Prince, a beautifully illustrated 
collection of Oscar Wilde short stories.10  
She loved poetry and revered writers. Her father’s journalistic career took him to 
newspapers including the Irish Times and Daily Herald and he was used to formulating 
                                                 
9 Kaye Webb, ‘Sidelights: Kaye Webb Revised Text, September 1991’, typescript, possibly script for radio 
broadcast, SS, KW/15/33f.2. 
10Kaye Webb, ‘Sidelights’, KW/15/33f.2. A lengthy period of ill-health involving time in bed reading is a 
feature of many of the childhood memories of children’s writers, and, perhaps as a result, also features in 
several children’s books as a starting point for the story. Writers include Joan Aiken and Alan Garner; 
books include Catherine Storr’s Marianne Dreams (1958; 1964) and Helen Cresswell’s The Night 
Watchmen (1969; 1976). 
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his ideas and thoughts through words. Her mother, despite her impoverished and under-
educated upbringing, was also a literary, word-loving person who was at one time a 
theatre critic for the Irish Times. Kaye Webb could read by the age of four and wrote 
poetry from the age of five.11 By the time she was a teenager, she was undertaking bits of 
journalism of her own to help out her mother. She earned 2d per letter replying to letters 
sent in to Mickey Mouse Weekly and wrote film reviews for her mother’s fortnightly 
column in Thompson’s Weekly so that Ann would not lose her job while she took Bill to 
Paris for a holiday.12 The fact that reading and writing creatively were so central to 
Webb’s life from such an early age fuelled her strongly-held belief that all children 
deserved access to the best books, and were capable of creative work. This was an 
important part of her crusade at Puffin and the creative dimension in particular was a 
central consideration in her creation of the Puffin Club. It will be given detailed 
consideration in Chapter 5 of this thesis. 
Ann enthused her children with a love of acting by writing plays for them to put on. 
She insisted on elocution lessons and dancing lessons for her only daughter and before 
leaving school Webb was offered, and declined, a chance to train as an actress with Lilian 
Baylis.13 Although she did not want to be an actress, there was a strong theatrical side to 
Webb, something which helped her as she learned to construct and perform a public 
version of herself. The elocution lessons helped her to establish a broadcasting career 
later on, which in turn helped her to speak to large audiences when she toured on behalf 
of Puffin.14  
Webb’s school years were largely unhappy and unsatisfactory but she did eventually 
come under the influence of Ben R. Gibbs, ‘a remarkable English master, […] the son of 
                                                 
11 Kaye Webb, ‘Sidelights: Kaye Webb Revised Text, September 1991’, typescript, Seven Stories, the 
Centre for Children’s Books, Kaye Webb Collection, KW/15/33SS, KW/15/33f.2. 
12 Kaye Webb, ‘My First Job’, typescript, SS, KW/15/22f.1. 
13 Lilian Baylis (1874–1937), theatre producer and manager of the Old Vic and Sadler’s Wells theatres, 
London. For further information, see: Elaine Aston, ‘Baylis, Lilian Mary (1874-1937)’, Oxford Dictionary 
of National Biography, Oxford University Press, Sept 2004 
<http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/30648> [accessed 08/08/10]. 
14 It should not be assumed that having elocution lessons was a sign of social aspiration and disguising 
one’s roots, although it could be. In the 1920s and 1930s, elocution lessons often consisted of learning to 
recite poetry and to speak in public, sometimes in preparation for an acting career. In some ways it mirrors 
the dancing and acting lessons received by the Fossil girls in Noel Streatfeild’s Ballet Shoes: it is a practical 
form of education for facilitating work. 
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a miner, who inspired us with his passion for poetry and Shakespeare.’15 As a result of 
Gibbs’s correspondence with poet Walter de la Mare, Webb’s talent as a writer was 
spotted and it was suggested that she should go to Oxford. But the Webbs did not have 
‘that kind of money’ and in the end Kaye left school at fifteen with no qualifications.16
What she did have was a love of reading, writing, journalism and the theatre. 
Developing a Work Ethic 
Webb’s career was characterised by her strong work ethic. Even when she had two young 
children she worked part-time; during her time at Puffin, work and home life flowed into 
each other with no clear boundary to delineate when she was off-duty. In her retirement, 
despite ill-health, she continued to take on work and it is clear that she was driven to keep 
working in most circumstances, including from her hospital bed at times. Part of what 
drove Webb may have been unhappiness with her home life, which seemed lonely and 
empty once her children were no longer there, but equally she was brought up to expect 
to work and this was instilled in her in particular by her mother. 
From the frequent and detailed letters which Webb received from her mother during 
this period, it is possible to build up a picture of some of the preoccupations and 
pressures which helped to shape Kaye Webb’s attitude to work. Although part of the 
reason for being sent abroad was to experience another culture, Kaye Webb was also 
expected to attend seriously to her work. Early on in her stay, her mother tells Kaye that 
she ‘must write a little note in shorthand – as clearly as you can each day – and send them 
to me at the end of the week.’17 Later Kaye is reminded about the importance of accurate 
typing in acquiring a job when she gets home. Somewhat ironically, this advice comes in 
a letter typed rather inaccurately by Ann Webb: 
When you come home I want you to have only another month at 
brushing up your shorthand and your typing before starting work.  
By-the-way, do start being careful when you type.  Set out, even 
your pirvate [sic] letters, in proper paragraphs – keep your margins 
                                                 
15 Kaye Webb, ‘Finishing School’, typescript draft n.d., SS, KW/15/20f.1. 
16 Kaye Webb, ‘Finishing School’, KW/15/20f.1.  
17 Ann Webb to Kaye Webb, June 1930, SS, KW/01/01/01/004. This lack of opportunity to go to university 
was not uncommon. Neither of Webb’s brothers went to university either. Before the Second World War, 
fewer than 2% of the population attended university, under a quarter of whom were women. ‘History and 
Policy’, Carol Dyhouse, ‘Going to University: Funding, Costs, Benefits’ 
<http://www.historyandpolicy.org/papers/policy-paper-61.html> [accessed 30/07/11]. 
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even and don’t cross out or make more typing errors than you need 
do.  When you get to an office one small typing error will mean the 
whole letter being retyped and if you are in a rush of work you won’t 
relish that, my dear, so form the habit of being careful in your 
work.18
Kaye is also advised to retain her personal integrity while not being impolite:  
I think it the biggest crime against oneself – that it is possible to 
commit – to deliberately, for the sake of agreeing with another, to 
submerge one’s own opinions and personality in that of anyone in 
temporary authority. I think, if I have one wish above all for you it is 
that you are mentally honest and physically happy.19
In her ability to give even close friends her best attempt at impartial advice, including 
declining to publish them when necessary, this integrity is a quality to which Webb 
adhered throughout her publishing career. However, there is an interesting contrast 
between Ann Webb’s insistence on intellectual honesty and on her very casual attitude to 
conventional sexual morality in her own and her daughter’s life. It is clear that she 
distinguishes between a person’s right to emotional and physical happiness – which 
might involve a degree of dishonesty – and a duty towards intellectual rigour. What she 
objects to is hypocrisy, such as telling a person that they are beautiful when they are not. 
As well as being under pressure to acquire and hone the skills necessary to work, 
towards the end of her stay in Bruges Kaye was being strongly encouraged to enter a 
competition for which the prize was a job as a journalist on the News Chronicle. Despite 
the fact that under the rules Kaye Webb was too young to enter, Ann sent the articles on 
Churchill which were to form the basis of the competition essay, and bombarded her 
daughter with advice. Ann’s encouragement veered strongly towards cheating, something 
which is in stark contrast to her advice of a few months earlier about mental honesty. 
Ann’s correspondence with her daughter reveals her to be a contradictory and volatile 
character and in part this episode gives an indication both of the forcefulness of her 
character and the strength of her ambition for Kaye. Nevertheless, as these extracts from 
two consecutive letters make clear, Ann was prepared to bend her own sense of integrity 
                                                 
18 Ann Webb to Kaye Webb, [c. August] 1930, SS, KW/01/01/01/029. 
19 Ann Webb to Kaye Webb, 24 June 1930, SS, KW/01/01/01/010. 
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somewhat in the interests of giving her daughter what she saw as the best chance to win 
the competition: 
I should feel inclined to comment on the way [Churchill’s] 
environment has effected [sic] his life and views at the end of the 
Essay and I’ll try to think out an arresting way of beginning it. 
Something that will strike the examiners as being original.20
The next letter contained a further indication that Ann would be involved in the 
writing: 
So get it done and leave the rest to me. Parents have to guarantee that 
it is the unaided work of entrant. I can do that as I won’t materially 
alter anything you write. Anyhow, I couldn’t improve on your work 
– you are [so] much better than I am – nowadays.21
In the end, perhaps fortunately, Ann decided that Kaye’s age was a barrier to entering the 
competition after all, and nothing came of it.  
‘Bluffs in the World of Journalism’ 
I never went to see the films, for I wasn’t sent any trade show tickets, but I 
banged out these short pieces for three months […] So this might be 
regarded as the first of my bluffs in the world of journalism. 
- Kaye Webb, ‘My Early Jobs’, typescript, n.d., SS, KW/15/23f.1.  
The most obvious way in which Webb’s early career provided her with many of the skills 
which eventually took her to Puffin is through the knowledge of journalism and 
publishing which she acquired. By the time she returned from being ‘finished’ in Bruges, 
Kaye Webb had secretarial skills and was resolved to find work. Arriving home in 1930, 
at a time of high unemployment as a result of the Depression, made a big impression on 
Webb, who wrote: ‘I remember the family sitting around the kitchen table talking about 
finding work for my uncles and various cousins […] So I became obsessed with the idea 
{fear} of being unemployed’.22 It is noticeable that the typescript is altered to emphasise 
her ‘fear’ of unemployment, rather than merely the idea of it. This experience of family 
unemployment goes some way to explaining Webb’s later work ethic. Neither marriage 
                                                 
20 Ann Webb to Kaye Webb, 9 September 1930, SS, KW/01/01/01/036. 
21 Ann Webb to Kaye Webb, [c. September]1930, SS, KW/01/01/01/040. 
22 Kaye Webb, ‘Education and First Job’, typescript draft, n.d., SS, KW/15/21f.1. Curly brackets indicate a 
hand-written insertion. 
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nor young children prevented her from following her career despite the fact that this was 
unusual for women at this time.23
Despite the high unemployment, Webb quickly found a job. Her career began with 
office work for Paint Manufacturer, and subsequent jobs included being secretary to the 
editor of The Picturegoer and finding advertising for Kinematograph Weekly. This was 
not journalism, where Webb hoped to work and she applied for, and got, the job of ‘Lady 
Editress’ of Caravan World. At her interview, Webb stretched the truth hugely by 
claiming to be competent at magazine layout and subbing. Initially she managed the 
technical side of her work by taking material home overnight and consulting a book or 
getting help from her father. Eventually the magazine owner, L. L. M. Harris, realised 
that Webb had been bluffing and he taught her the skills which she needed. As Webb 
acknowledged, this was a piece of good luck since she might have been sacked. Instead, 
her determination to get a job in journalism, no matter what it took, paid off since she 
both kept the job and learned the necessary skills. A further editorial position followed, 
on Sports Car, the official magazine for the MG Car Club. Webb was already forming a 
habit of creating herself as the person she wished to be – in this instance, an editor – and 
proving herself able to achieve her ambitions by strategic bluffing. 
While these jobs were relatively mundane and unglamorous, they enabled Kaye Webb 
to gain much valuable experience during these years. She had had her first editorial job, 
albeit for magazines on subjects which were outside her knowledge or even interest. The 
more mundane aspects of the first jobs in particular had taught her that hard work and 
diligence resulted in better, more interesting jobs. It is evident that she took pride in this 
early work since she kept examples of her work on layouts and captioning in a 
scrapbook.24 The Webb archive contains eleven scrapbooks, mostly filled with press 
cuttings relating to Puffin. Scrapbook KW/16/01 contains the earliest material, some of it 
more personal – for example a copy of the invitation to Webb’s twenty-first birthday 
celebration. The scrapbook itself is a substantial, hard-bound book covering the period c. 
1929-1951. It begins with a copy of Webb’s school magazine, ‘The Ashburtonian’ 1929, 
                                                 
23 See for example Celia Briar, Working for Women? Gendered Work and Welfare Policies in Twentieth-
Century Britain (London: UCL Press, 1997), pp.93-114. 
24 Kaye Webb, ‘Press Cuttings’, scrapbook, [c. 1929-1951], SS, KW/16/01. 
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dating from her time at Ashburton School in Devon. The magazine is professionally 
printed and contains a poem by Webb – possibly the one which caught Walter de la 
Mare’s eye – with a typing error which has been corrected in Webb’s characteristic red 
biro. Webb has pasted in an entire copy of The Sports Car, December 1937 and of 
Caravan World from April 1938, titles on which she worked, and the scrapbook 
continues to chart her early career through reviews of her broadcasts, clippings of articles 
which she wrote for magazines including Picture Post, Illustrated, and Victory magazine. 
Additionally there are press cuttings about her father Arthur, letters from well-known 
figures of the 1940s and ephemera such as tickets and certificates. Beyond providing 
information about Kaye Webb, the scrapbook and similar material offer insights into 
social history of the period and can suggest other information about Webb, such as her 
pride in her career and its development. There is also evidence of her pride in her father’s 
journalism and of a sense of posterity in keeping letters from celebrities. It serves no 
obvious purpose for Webb other than as a source of private, or perhaps family, interest. 
The Lilliput Years 
In 1937 Webb lost her job. Her first, brief, disastrous marriage to Christopher (Kit) 
Brierley, was over and although still technically married – they did not divorce until 1942 
– this left her in a vulnerable position, both socially and financially. What could have 
been a disaster turned into a valuable opportunity when she approached Stefan Lorant for 
work. Lorant (1901-1997) was born into a family of Hungarian Jews and came to 
England in 1934 from Germany where he had been imprisoned for six months by Hitler. 
He created Weekly Illustrated in 1934. In 1937 he and journalist Alison Blair founded 
Lilliput magazine and within six months of the launch its circulation had overtaken that 
of Punch. At its most popular, it had 300,000 readers a month. One of the reasons for the 
magazine’s popularity, apart from its use of female nudes, was its innovatory use of 
photographs and layout, a direct result of Lorant’s previous experience editing picture-
based magazines. Lorant was a leading exponent in the new magazine genre of photo-
journalism, having worked on a variety of picture-based magazines on the continent, and 
his expertise gave this new method of telling stories a credibility and sense of excitement 
which accounted for much of the magazine’s iconic status. Lorant went on to found and 
edit Picture Post in 1938 and that same year Webb became secretary to Lionel Birch, 
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another journalist on Picture Post, before moving to the Post’s sister publication, Lilliput. 
Here she was secretary firstly to Sydney Jacobson and then to Alison Blair.25 Before long 
she became the assistant editor, taking over this position when the previous assistant 
editor, Tom Hopkinson, was promoted to be editor of both Lilliput and Picture Post.  
As for so many women at this time, the opportunity for Webb to take on more 
responsibility came about as a direct result of wartime changes in employment patterns. 
The exodus of large numbers of working men who joined up or were conscripted left 
vacancies for jobs which had never traditionally been open to women. Additionally, there 
was a lifting of the actual or understood bar which had previously prevented many 
women from continuing to work after marriage. Where Webb was atypical was that for 
most women the jobs which opened up to them were in areas such as factory work or as 
clerks, typists, bus conductors or members of the women’s armed services.26 Her job 
involved taking over from an Oxford graduate – Hopkinson – on an iconic magazine in 
London. 
Working on Lilliput was by far the most significant job that Webb had done up to this 
point, both in terms of its importance at the time, and in terms of the effect which it 
would have on Webb’s future career prospects. James Fergusson wrote that ‘Lilliput – 
pocket-sized, racy, irreverently illustrated – was one of the most popular magazines of 
the Forties’.27 Lorant’s exposure to German anti-Semitism and the politics of the early 
1930s meant that he was more politically astute about the situation in Germany than 
many of the English journalists of the time. Webb recognised that it was this political 
astuteness coupled with innovative layout and design which in great part contributed to 
Lilliput’s appeal: 
Because of Stefan Lorant’s background, the magazine was one of the 
                                                 
25 Sydney Jacobson, later Baron Jacobson, wrote for Picture Post and Lilliput. He went on to edit the Daily 
Herald which became the Sun newspaper in 1964, having been failing for some years. Arthur Webb was 
foreign correspondent of the Daily Herald.  
26 Briar, Working for Women? p. 104. 
27 James Fergusson, ‘Obituary: Alison Blair’ Independent, 31 May 1995 
<http://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/obituaryalison-blair-1621850.html> [accessed 06/11/09]. 
James Fergusson, eighth baronet of Kilkerran, archivist and scholar. For further information, see: D. M. 
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Oxford University Press, Sept 2004 <http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/39699> [accessed 9 Aug 
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first, if not the very first, to lace its contents with warnings 
concerning the immediate threat of war. Very early in 1938, doubles 
about Hitler and his cronies Goebbels and Göring were appearing, as 
well as serious and knowledgeable articles about Britain’s state of 
readiness for war, side by side with jokes and stories on the same 
theme.28
The ‘doubles’ referred to by Webb in the passage above consisted of a double page 
spread with one full-page photograph on each page. (See Figure 6 below.) Superficially, 
the pictures were unrelated, but in reality there was always a connection between them, 
often subversive or political, although sometimes simply humorous.29 Exposure to the 
pioneering techniques in use on the magazine inspired Webb in her future jobs, where she 
always took as keen an interest in artistic and technical decisions as she did in literary 
ones. 
Figure 6 A ‘double’ from Lilliput juxtaposing ‘The Ruler of Germany’ with ‘The Terror of the Zoo’.
Webb, having worked at the magazine for long enough to understand how it operated, 
was an invaluable member of staff. In 1941 the Essential Work Order placed severe 
restrictions on employees’ and employers’ freedom. The owner of Lilliput, Maxwell 
Raison, explained how essential Webb was to the magazine in a letter arguing that she be 
                                                 
28 Kaye Webb, Lilliput Goes to War (London: Hutchinson, 1985), p. 3. 
29 Webb, Lilliput Goes to War, pp. 136-7. 
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allowed to stay in her present job and not taken away to do war work as a result of the 
new legislation. Kaye Webb, he wrote,  
is the only person remaining on our staff who has had long contact 
with LILLIPUT, and who is able to deal with the photographs and 
with the handling of the magazine for press. [… She is] 
indispensable to LILLIPUT and we wish to make the strongest 
possible claim for retaining her services. There would be practically 
no possibility of replacing her in present conditions.30
The reality of wartime working conditions is brought home vividly as this document, a 
carbon copy of the original letter, is produced on a quartered poster in order to save 
paper. 
Working on Lilliput brought Webb into contact with a group of people for whom a 
bohemian, literary and artistic way of life was the norm. The atmosphere amongst staff 
was exhilarating, and Webb was being stretched intellectually as well as making friends 
and contacts on whom she would rely for the remainder of her working life. Her editor, 
Hopkinson, was in charge of both Lilliput and Picture Post and tended to allow Webb ‘a 
good deal of freedom’.31 Webb referred to Hopkinson as ‘the proper editor’, but he 
considered it to have been Webb who carried ‘the real burden’ of editing the magazine 
through the war years.32 In his autobiography, Hopkinson wrote that ‘all the real work had 
already been done by the assistant editor, Kaye Webb, and her helper Mechthild 
Nawiasky'.33 Hopkinson described her working style like this:  
Fortunately for me, Kaye Webb was by now the assistant editor – 
hard-working, endlessly good-tempered and fearless in tackling 
celebrities. Artists, writers, musicians, film stars fell either for the 
idea – 400 words on “My Foulest Christmas” – or for Kaye’s powers 
of persuasion: “The money’s a joke – but I’ll do it for you, dear!”.34
The appreciation was mutual. When Hopkinson had the idea of asking a young Dylan 
Thomas to provide some magazine captions, Webb considered that: 
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[i]t was typical of Tom that he should have spotted such a young and 
exciting talent and then left it to me to have the pleasure of making 
the contact.35
Equally it could be said that Hopkinson was happy to do this because Webb’s charm 
could be almost guaranteed to work. It was typical of Webb that after meeting Thomas, 
she became part of his circle of friends. 
Transitions 
Webb’s career at Lilliput came to an end following the birth of her twins in 1947. The 
circumstances of her pregnancy were complicated. Webb was still married at this point to 
her second husband, Keith Hunter, but was pregnant by cartoonist Ronald Searle who 
also did freelance work for Lilliput. In May 1947 Webb left Lilliput, for what she hoped 
would be a temporary absence, and went to stay with her father in America for the last 
part of her pregnancy, discovering just before she left that she was expecting twins. 
Arthur Webb was the Washington correspondent for the Daily Herald at this point which 
provided Kaye Webb with a respectable reason for her decision to give birth in America. 
In minimising the potential for scandal, she was also able to escape the post-war rationing 
and gloom of England. Inconveniently but amicably, Hunter divorced Webb shortly 
before the birth of the twins in July, but she and Searle did not marry until the following 
year. The divorce papers cited Webb as the Respondent who ‘has frequently committed 
adultery with Ronald Searle’.36 For a large part of the twentieth century, divorce could 
have a detrimental effect on a woman’s position in the world and on her ability to have a 
career. Helen Brook, who was divorced in 1931, ‘experienced a degree of social 
approbation and sexual harassment, which were still painful for her to recall sixty years 
on.’37 Hilda Brown, widowed in 1960, said, ‘[a]t work I felt fortunate that I was single not 
because of a divorce, but because I was a widow. It did make it easier to hold up my 
head.’38 These comments from two ‘pioneering career women’ highlight the stigma 
attached to a divorced woman, making it all the more remarkable that Webb was able to 
go through three divorces without hindering her career. In this she may have been helped 
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by the fact that her career was in the world of creative arts where there was possibly a 
more relaxed attitude to social conventions. The documentation about her time at Lilliput
suggests that there was a very liberal attitude to sex, but that it was kept within a small 
circle of like-minded people. Extra-marital or pre-marital sex was considered to be 
shocking at this period, but was nevertheless widespread. Surveys of sexual behaviour are 
notoriously inaccurate but ‘suggest that by the early 1950s the numbers of people 
prepared to admit to pre-marital sex had gradually risen to around a half to two-thirds of 
all married men and a third to a half of all married women’.39 Class was an issue as well, 
with the middle-classes tending to have more liberal attitudes to sex.  
Working Mother: ‘I Ought To Be With The Kids More Now’ 
Following the birth of her children, Webb was not permitted to return to her job at 
Lilliput and instead combined motherhood with a mixture of freelance writing and 
broadcasting together with work done in conjunction with her husband Ronald Searle. ‘It 
was as full time as staff work, but at least I could be at home with the children’, Webb 
said in an interview.40 In combining children with a career Webb was unusual since 
career women, themselves outside the norm at this period, tended to be childless, and it is 
clear that Webb faced the working mother’s perennial conundrum of how to reconcile 
work with motherhood. Writing to her father in 1950, she said: 
I really feel I ought to be with the kids more now, nurses are all very well but the 
best of them can’t tell stories and play like a Mum.  It’s O.K. until the summer 
because they are now going to a nursery school but they have a long summer 
holiday and I hate to leave them with strangers.41
Work was important to Webb for its own sake as well as financially, yet she felt it 
compromised her ability to bring up her children in the way which she wanted to. Over 
time she used a combination of nannies, her parents and schools for child-care. Abrams 
cites ‘the strain of trying to combine marriage and motherhood with a demanding 
professional job’ as one of the recurring themes in the lives of successful working women 
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during the mid-twentieth century.42 It is still a familiar problem, although one which has 
been eased, if not resolved, by legislation, open discussion and more flexible thinking. 
Even so it is a constant and controversial subject for articles in the press and for research 
into the effects of different child-care arrangements on children. Balancing childcare with 
work was not a problem faced by all ‘pioneering career women’; it seems ironic 
somehow that Webb, who worked with children, had such a chequered marital life. There 
is an irony too in that Webb’s public persona – her professional persona – depended in 
part on her projection of herself as a wife and mother. Her radio and television journalism 
often incorporated precisely these activities. The mixture of charming domesticity, being 
an ideal mother, combined with being half of the glamorous Searle-Webb couple who 
went to first nights and took adventurous trips abroad was a balancing act in itself. 
Her dilemma and conflicts are unsurprising because after the War the problem of 
childcare ‘replaced marriage as women’s main barrier to full-time paid employment.’43
State nursery provision was primarily targeted at areas which would enable women to 
take up jobs where there was a significant shortage, such as cotton workers in Lancashire 
in 1946.44 In 1956 there were only 500 local authority day nurseries in the entire country. 
Although there was recognition from the government that a small number of 
‘exceptional’ working women combined well-paid and full-time jobs with motherhood, 
this was regarded as unusual and therefore not a priority for receiving any child-care 
help.45 Webb certainly fell into the category of an unusual working mother in that she 
was a professional with the potential to be well-paid, even though at this stage she was 
not always working full-time. In interviews with career women of the twentieth century, 
Abrams found that:  
[t]he pressure on a woman to give up work once she married was intense, and 
particularly so immediately after the Second World War, when for many women 
the demands of small children were also in direct conflict with professional 
aspirations.46
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Webb’s career during this transitional period between working at Lilliput and working 
at Young Elizabethan consisted of a portfolio of different part-time jobs. Webb began 
broadcasting for BBC Radio during the Second World War, whilst working on Lilliput. 
Reflecting the literary aspect of her magazine work, much of Webb’s broadcasting during 
the 1940s consisted of book-reviewing for the BBC Light Programme, particularly 
‘Woman’s Hour’.47 Her reviews covered a wide range of fiction and non-fiction titles, as 
evidenced by scripts, notes and drafts connected with the broadcasts in the Webb 
archive.48 None of the broadcasts from this time covered children’s books; at this stage 
Webb’s expertise was literature for adults. Over time her broadcasts expanded into other 
areas including conducting interviews and drawing on her own experiences. While the 
subjects of her broadcasts did not relate to Webb’s future work with Young Elizabethan
or Puffin, her growing public association with literature and the arts in general would be 
an asset to her as a publisher. So too was familiarity with some of the best-known 
practitioners in these areas, and the confidence in public speaking that broadcasting 
brought. Later, Webb was to draw on some of these contacts in her work for Puffin, as 
well as benefitting from her public profile in her constant endeavours to raise awareness 
of the Puffin brand. 
Reinvention 
During the 1950s Webb’s broadcasts became more personal in content, reflecting her 
growing fame. In a broadcast in 1951 she gave an account of how she and Ronald Searle 
first met: Searle’s first ‘St Trinian’s’ cartoon arrived unsolicited at the Lilliput office and 
Webb made the decision to publish it.49 At the time he was being held in Changi Gaol as 
a prisoner of war and the two did not meet in person until the War was over. Webb was 
an established member of the London literary set and she was one of the earliest to 
recognise his talent and to help him in his career. In 1947 Webb’s mother Ann wrote, 
‘[s]ometimes I cannot help wondering whether it is your position on Lilliput and your 
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ability to assist [Searle] in getting his place in the sun that is not the main thing with 
him’.50 This somewhat harsh opinion of Searle’s interest in Webb may have been unique 
to Ann, whose opinion of Searle fluctuated somewhat. However the fact that Searle 
contacted Kaye Webb on his return to London after his liberation not only makes a 
romantic story for a broadcast, but also makes the wider point that Webb wielded 
influence through her position on Lilliput and was in a position to help a new talent such 
as Searle’s. A few years later, Searle was a celebrity, partly as a result of the huge success 
of his ‘St Trinian’s’ cartoons which burgeoned into books and films during the 1950s.51
Together he and Webb were a glamorous celebrity couple. Webb’s post-war broadcasting 
career both increased her stature as a public figure and to an extent was possible because 
of her public profile.  
I had far more fame as Ronnie’s wife. People were always ringing up for quotes – 
‘What Mrs. Ronald Searle’s children are doing this Christmas’. […] My life with 
Ronnie was marvellous. We had gorgeous parties, travelled everywhere, had a 
lovely home.52
As the 1950s progressed, Webb added television broadcasting to her work on the radio 
and in both spheres her elocution lessons and early acting must have helped. Certainly 
she was very aware of how she came across on air. Writing to her father in 1942, she 
referred to a recent broadcast: 
I know the script was incredibly coy and I thought the recording 
sounded frightful, although must admit the voice wasn’t too bad, if a 
bit “classy” and completely unlike my own idea of the way I spoke. 
The mike accentuates everything so much doesn’t it? And it comes 
out a tone higher.53
Again, these broadcasts were largely dependent on her personality and exciting lifestyle 
for their subject matter. A regular monthly radio broadcast in 1954 and 1955 was called 
‘Kaye Webb’s Diary’. In it Webb talked about things she had done in the previous 
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month. Draft scripts show that the topics covered included domestic activities such as 
decorating her children’s bedroom and celebrating her birthday with her family as well as 
more prestigious events such as filming The Belles of St. Trinian’s, a dance held by Webb 
and Searle at their house, having a dress designed specially for her, and travelling to 
Tangiers. The other aspect highlighted by the subjects of the broadcasts was that Webb 
was now consciously making use of her own life to create a public persona and, at least to 
some extent, to re-fashion her public image. Again, it is possible to see the influence of 
her mother, who told and re-told her own life story to her daughter. At around the same 
time that she and Searle married, Webb used the birth of their children in America as 
material for a broadcast: 
I left England last May by aeroplane. I was wearing a woollen [sic] maternity 
dress and an overcoat. Next day I was sweating in the New York hotel gaping at 
the skyscrapers and trying to sum [sic] up enough courage to cross Fifth Avenue 
in search of a large cotton frock.54
Despite the subject being so personal, and despite the chatty, intimate style of Webb’s 
script, it somehow escapes the listener’s notice that she never mentions her own husband. 
Other women’s husbands are described, and it is obvious from the opening that she 
travelled to America alone. Her one mention of her own visitors is to say ‘we used to 
send our men-folk to get ice cream when they arrived to visit us.’ Webb systematically 
sanitised, edited and glossed over the details of her own life, as this example shows, and 
to some extent she needed to. Her serial marriages made her unusual at this period, when 
divorce was scandalous and could lead to social ostracisation or job loss.55 Humphries 
notes that ‘in many office jobs like banking and insurance […] if there was evidence of 
sexual misconduct a young man or woman’s career prospects could be ruined’.56 What is 
striking is not that Webb’s private life should have been so colourful, but the extent to 
which she was able to transform it into material deemed appropriate for her journalism. 
Webb’s unconventional personal life is at odds with her later image as a cosy, maternal 
mother hen gathering staff and readers around her at Puffin.  
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How to Succeed in Business by Winning Friends and Influencing People 
Webb continued to broadcast but she and Ronald Searle also combined their talents and 
began to produce journalism and books together. Paris Sketchbook (1950) is an example 
both of their joint work and of how Webb’s contacts influenced her work. The idea for 
the book came from Anthony (Tony) Godwin, who at the time was the owner of ‘Better 
Books’, a paperback bookshop in London; later, as Chief Editor at Penguin, it was 
Godwin who persuaded Webb to become Editor of Puffin.57 Paris Sketchbook is a 
guidebook with a difference. Webb’s lively text and Searle’s idiosyncratic black and 
white line drawings combined to provide a quirky and beautiful account of a four-week 
trip to Paris. A similar collaboration was a weekly feature in the News Chronicle, ‘People 
Worth Meeting’. In 1953 this became a book, combined with another of their columns, 
‘Looking at London’.58 Again, this combined Webb’s writing with Searle’s illustrations 
and shows that Webb had an eye for the unusual, was interested in a great variety of 
people, and could persuade them to talk to her. Cobblers, bargees, architects, auctioneers 
and a taxidermist from the Natural History Museum all allowed the pair access behind 
closed doors or gave Webb the ‘inside dope’ on their occupations.59 The experience 
Webb had gained from her time at Lilliput stood her in good stead now as she expanded 
her contacts and wrote light-hearted but informed pieces of journalism. Later, these skills 
would transfer equally smoothly to Puffin Post.  
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Webb’s journalism was now taking her into book 
production and in 1952 Searle and Webb launched a 
publishing company together. Perpetua Books (see 
Figure 7 for the colophon) was named after a font 
which they liked and Searle’s biographer, Russell 
Davies, notes that ‘[i]t was taken as a sign of great 
affluence and commercial confidence when Searle 
started his own publishing house’, although it ‘was 
actually never a source of great profit’.60 What it did do 
was provide Searle and Webb with a degree of control 
over their books when they published or re-published them through their own firm. 
Perhaps more importantly, it was a symbol of their presence in the literary and artistic 
world and as a result of this Webb gained some very practical experience of all areas of 
book publishing, from writing to publicising and selling. The first book which Perpetua 
published was Experience of Critics in 1952, subtitled ‘The Approach to Dramatic 
Criticism’, and Webb’s talent for being able to charm work from friends for very little 
financial reward was much needed here. In a letter to Arthur Webb she explained that ‘all 
the critics have agreed to do it in exchange for R[onald]’s original cartoon of 
them…except Cookman and no reply yet from Worsley’.61 Later, as Puffin Editor, Webb 
was to use the same strategy again and again in order to maximise her budget or to get 
good contributions for Puffin Post. After Webb’s retirement from Puffin, when she was 
editing the magazine for no remuneration herself, she was graceful in offering a small fee 
when Lilian Moore, editor, poet and friend of Webb, wrote plaintively, ‘[d]oesn’t Puffin 
pay its contributors ever?’.62
Webb cared passionately about sales and reviews of the Perpetua books, 
unsurprisingly since Perpetua was Webb and Searle’s own company and the books 
represented a personal investment, both financially and emotionally. The care and effort 
displayed in relation to their private company were equally relevant in her work for 
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Figure 7 Perpetua colophon 
designed by Ronald Searle.
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Puffin. There is exactly the same level of personal involvement and energy in the 
promotion of books and authors to maximise sales, though it is important to note that for 
Webb the driving force seems always to have been that the book deserved an audience 
rather than that the company deserved sales. Perpetua, like many aspects of Webb’s 
career, mingles the personal and professional. 
Perpetua Books may have experienced only relative financial success, but it was a 
source of pride, and its importance for Webb’s career lay in the resulting extension of her 
publishing skills. However, other areas of Webb’s work at this time were less fulfilling 
and a large part of this was a result of the struggle to balance the demands of her 
kaleidoscopic career with motherhood. While she was Assistant Editor of Go magazine 
for instance, her boss, Leonard Russell, often did not begin work until 6 pm, making it 
difficult to combine working with seeing her children.63 The working hours, designed to 
suit the convenience of a male editor with idiosyncratic working habits, were completely 
at odds with family life and effectively meant that Webb had to choose between career 
and family. Later legislation would go some way towards lessening the likelihood of 
women having to make this choice, but at this stage it was up to Kaye Webb to manage 
the competing demands of home and office. 
Webb had anxieties about Searle’s work – despite his continuing artistic success, he 
was currently making less money than previously – and the rising cost of living, but there 
was an underlying expectation that they would survive financially. Their situation was 
very different from that of ordinary, working-class families, where the woman’s job, if it 
existed, was very likely to be low-paid and routine at best, and arduous at worst. Webb 
expected to enjoy work, describing one job approvingly as ‘quite fun’ and the job at Go – 
which she left – as not ‘fun’. 64 For most working women, the luxury of job satisfaction 
did not exist, and this highlights not only the gulf in the experience of work between the 
classes, but also Webb’s relative rarity at the time as a woman able to make decisions 
about her work based on more than just the financial benefits which it would bring. 
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From 1947 until the middle of the 1950s Webb was continuously in work as an editor, 
broadcaster and writer, in addition to running Perpetua with her husband. Some parts of 
this work were more rewarding than others, and if the work were not to her taste, she left 
it. Despite the sense of restlessness which this suggests, it is evident that Webb was in 
demand professionally as well as having a national profile both for her work and for her 
celebrity partnership with Searle. All this adds up to a picture of someone who needed 
and wanted work involving writing and editing of various kinds, but also needed a degree 
of freedom, partly to be with her children but also with her husband, both as partner and 
collaborator. The experience and skills gained from her work at Lilliput were not going to 
waste, and Webb was adding to her network of contacts and her public profile. This was a 
transitional period in her career, but by no means one in which she was marking time. 
Although Webb’s working life was still liable to disruption because of the demands of 
young children and professional obstructions, she was extending and honing skills and 
making professional contacts all the time. By now she was an experienced broadcaster on 
radio and television; she reviewed books, spoke anecdotally of her home life and went 
out conducting interviews for her broadcasts. Her editing skills were expanding as she 
worked on a variety of different titles, and through her artist husband she was 
assimilating artistic techniques and developing an eye for layout and design. With Searle 
she wrote newspaper columns and books and learnt first-hand about selecting, publishing 
and marketing books. These new skills and new high-profile life necessitated a certain 
degree of reinvention but also justified it; for instance, it was important to be respectably 
married in order to have social standing, and a minor tweak of her marriage year achieved 
this. 
Young Elizabethan Magazine  
In 1954, a new job fell into Webb’s lap. At this point in her life Webb and Searle were at 
the peak of their media interest. They were featured in magazine articles and were 
personalities as well as people with careers in the literary and media world. Their social 
prominence is demonstrated in Kaye Webb’s request to her father, when he was living in 
the US, for nylons – still difficult to acquire in the post-war austerity – since ‘tomorrow, 
Ronald and I are guests of honour at a Foyles Literary Lunch [and] on Saturday I am 
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invited to the Lord Mayor’s Reception’.65 Celebrity played a part in Webb getting work 
and in her ability to bring that work to wider audiences through her contacts. Both of her 
most significant jobs – editing Young Elizabethan and becoming Puffin Editor – came 
about as a direct result of contacts she had and the circles in which she moved. She had 
gone from applying for jobs in the usual way to being offered an editorial position at a 
party, as she described in one of her autobiographical vignettes. Grigg, having stepped in 
to buy the ailing Young Elizabethan magazine, was about to lose Editor Laura Fergusson 
because she and her husband were moving. Webb recalls: 
I was at a party where there was John Grigg (Lord Altrincham at that time), who 
had just bought Lilliput and already published World Review […] He said to 
Bernard Fergusson “I’ve got to find an Editor to replace Laura” and Bernard 
replied “why not ask Kaye?” And he’d never met me before. I said “well, it 
sounds fascinating” and the outcome was that I became Editor.66  
There are three significant aspects to Webb’s editorship of Young Elizabethan with 
regard to the way that it laid some of the foundations for her later work at Puffin. Firstly 
there are similarities between Young Elizabethan and Puffin Post, the magazine which 
Webb went on to found during her tenure at Puffin. Among these are the inclusion of 
stories and poems by leading authors, the use of competitions to encourage readers to 
contribute their own work, and reviews of newly published books. Secondly, there is the 
fact that Young Elizabethan was specifically produced for a child audience and thus was 
the first place where Webb’s work focused significantly on children’s culture, including 
books. Thirdly, the work included an involvement with the business side of publishing as 
well as with the writing and editing, placing her in a strong position on her move to 
Puffin, where her business skills would be a great asset. 
Young Elizabethan was a highly-regarded, high-quality magazine with a readership 
aimed at the ten-and-over age range. Julia Eccleshare describes Young Elizabethan as 
‘appealing to much the same readership as Puffins’.67 Carpenter and Prichard refer to it 
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as: ‘[t]he last of the British high-quality children’s periodicals, [which] contained stories 
and features by leading children’s authors and illustrators of the day’: the good reputation 
of the magazine continued even into the 1980s, outlasting the magazine itself which 
folded in 1973.68
Young Elizabethan developed from Collins Magazine for Boys and Girls which was 
first published in 1948. It was initially available only by subscription, at a cost of 19s 6d 
for 12 monthly issues. The implied reader of Collins Magazine was literate, literary, 
middle-class, intelligent and white, as was the implied reader of Young Elizabethan. 
Unsurprisingly for a magazine founded by a publisher of children’s books – Collins – it 
emphasised and encouraged books and reading. This was done both implicitly, through 
the fact that the magazine contained very dense text, and explicitly, through the amount 
of fiction included and through articles about books and reading. Contributors included 
many of the best-known authors and illustrators of the period, anticipating Puffin Post
which was similarly rich in the well-known names of the time. Some of the authors and 
illustrators named in issues of Young Elizabethan are immediately recognisable as having 
Puffin connections. Among these are: Barbara Euphan Todd, whose first Worzel 
Gummidge book was also the first Puffin book in 1941, Bruce Carter, Patricia Lynch, 
Dorothy Edwards, Geoffrey Willans, Ronald Searle, Susan Einzig (illustrator of Tom’s 
Midnight Garden), Arthur Calder Marshall and Geoffrey Trease. Webb published the 
serialisation of a subsequent Worzel Gummidge book in Young Elizabethan during 1955. 
Sir Allen Lane, founder of Penguin Books, features in an account about a cycling holiday 
in France which he took with his daughter, Clare.69
The aims of Collins Magazine were accurately summed up in the first editorial: 
The Magazine has been designed to please the people who read it, and we thought 
that you would like these things. A long chunk of serial. Short stories, and 
occasionally a play that you could act at home. General articles, one certain to 
interest boys and the other girls, but if possible, both to interest the whole family. 
An article about a particular hobby, or showing how something can be made. An 
article about books and reading. Something about animals. Verses and puzzles 
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and as many of the best photographs and drawings as can be fitted in.70  
The magazine’s aims and content were still essentially the same when Webb became 
editor seven years later. The serial was often of a recently-published Collins book. The 
puzzles and competitions had a strong emphasis on creativity and high standards. Each 
monthly issue had a page for readers’ contributions, and a postbag page for their letters. 
Webb adopted many of these details later for Puffin Post. Articles covered hobbies such 
as pond-hunting, sports – cricket, golf and cycling predominate – space exploration 
(securely from the ground), stamp-collecting, photography and model-making. One series 
of articles advised on how to set up a home museum. Articles tended to be informative; 
for instance, providing information on animals and birds, or on ‘Royal Treasures from H. 
M. Queen Mary’s Collection’, and to assume a child reader with resources to spend on 
the featured activities. The regular ‘Book of the Month’ feature was provided by Noel 
Streatfeild. Streatfeild (1895-1986) was a well-known name at this time, having already 
published two of the works for which she is best known: Ballet Shoes (1936) and the 
Carnegie-winning The Circus is Coming (1939).71 Both books were subsequently 
published by Puffin. 
Young Elizabethan, affectionately abbreviated to ‘Young Liz’ or ‘Y.E.’ by its staff in 
correspondence within the Kaye Webb archive, went through several changes of name 
during its publication period. In March 1953, the magazine changed its name to Collins 
Young Elizabethan in celebration of the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II, and under 
Webb in 1955 the title was shortened again to Young Elizabethan. By 1958 it was known 
as Elizabethan, part of a re-branding of the magazine specifically for a teenage 
readership. Webb’s first contribution to the magazine appeared in September 1954 and 
was an article entitled ‘Running Riot’.72 The first acknowledged appearance of Webb as 
editor is in May 1955, at which point the magazine started to be called Young 
Elizabethan. In the previous issues, the editor is anonymous, but in fact internal evidence 
such as a photograph of Kaye Webb captioned ‘editor’ from the magazines shows clearly 
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that Webb was editor by the January issue. She left in 1958 when her mother’s ill-health 
meant that she needed to spend time nursing her but continued to contribute to the 
magazine until approximately 1963. 
The Secret of Young Elizabethan’s Success: The Kaye Webb Effect 
When Kaye Webb had to resign as editor in 1958 in order to be able to nurse her mother, 
John Grigg wrote to her saying:  
Kaye it is hell your having had to give up editing Y.E., and although a great many 
people realise what a marvellous job you have done on this paper noone, I am 
sure, realises it as well as I do. You have turned this mag. from an incipient wreck 
into a highly successful paper on the up and up; and you have done this in the 
short space of three years – all despite having to deal with a thoroughly tiresome 
proprietor!73
The magazine’s various transformations over the years before Webb’s arrival give an 
indication that, as Webb told Brian Alderson later, it ‘didn’t do so well’ and ‘wasn’t 
making any money’.74 Webb’s years as editor made a noticeable difference to the fortunes 
of the magazine, as Grigg recognised in the letter quoted above. John Grigg was the 
‘tiresome proprietor’ referred to, although in fact his correspondence with Webb charts a 
very affectionate relationship. Nevertheless, neither of them allowed their friendship to 
prevent them from giving their professional opinion vigorously when they felt that it was 
necessary. As a result, Webb learned about the realities of the publishing business from 
Grigg, an experienced publisher, while building, and starting to flex, her editorial muscles 
as she fought for her own standards. 
On taking over the editorship of Young Elizabethan Webb immediately set about 
making some changes in an effort to increase the number of readers and generally refresh 
the magazine. Webb’s archive holds a copy of the November 1954 issue of the magazine, 
marked up in red ink in two different hands, almost certainly those of Searle and Webb. 
This copy gives valuable clues about the nature of some of the changes which Webb 
intended and ties in with her later statement that ‘with Ronald at my back, I could hardly 
do anything but do it well, because he helped me with all the layouts and the artwork’.75
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Alterations to the layout and look of the magazine included making use of more 
interesting fonts and improving headings and credits – in particular giving more 
prominence to illustrators and to Webb as editor. 
In December, there was no editorial credit but by January Webb’s name was given, 
although the Letter from the Editor was still signed ‘The Editor’ and Webb’s name did 
not appear in this position until May 1955. The ‘signature’ of the Editor was in a changed 
but still quasi-hand-written style – bigger, bolder and more legible. This immediately 
calls to mind the iconic hand-written signature with which Webb later signed the Editor’s 
Letter at the front of Puffin Post magazines. All of these changes suggest Searle at work, 
using his artist’s eye for design together with the couple’s sense of humour to make small 
alterations which added up to a more stylish, fresh, modern, fun-looking magazine. Fun 
was important to Webb’s vision of what children both wanted and needed. Later, Puffin 
Post would be renowned amongst its readers for its appalling jokes, some of which Webb 
used to lighten her speeches. (See Figure 8.)Fun was important to Webb herself, as her 
remarks about the fun or lack of it in some of her work showed earlier in the chapter and 
it was a hallmark of her time at Puffin in a way which it was not under Eleanor Graham. 
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Figure 8 KW/07/04/08/22f.5, Seven Stories - a page of Puffin Post jokes collected by Webb for possible 
use in a speech. The handwritten joke reads: ‘What were 6 planks doing sitting in a circle – Having a board 
meeting!’.
The most noticeable change was to the front cover, a change which was flagged up in 
the December issue in 1954: 
[f]irst of all, the very wrapping of our present will be a surprise to you. 
There is to be a new and startling cover. John Verney is still the artist 
but watch for it … you certainly won’t miss it on the bookstalls this 
time.76
Altering the design of the cover to make it more eye-catching hints that the magazine had 
not been standing out sufficiently on bookstalls. The covers, by John Verney, already 
provided a unifying aspect of the magazine, creating a sense of familiarity and continuity 
                                                 
76 ‘Editor’s Letter’, Young Elizabethan, December 1954, Vol 7 No 12. 
81
from issue to issue.77 This ‘branding’ of Young Elizabethan through a recognisable cover 
style is a technique which was used on Lilliput, where the covers were all done by Walter 
Trier and always included the figures of a man, a woman and a small terrier somewhere 
in the illustration.78 Later, Webb employed a similar idea for Puffin Post: although the 
covers did not all use the same illustrators, they employed a recognisable design which 
was very influenced by the drawing style of the principal illustrator, Jill McDonald. The 
issue of giving a magazine a ‘brand’ look is something to which I will return in Chapter 
Five.  
The January cover of Young Elizabethan was still by John Verney as promised but 
where previously it had covered the entire page, now it was smaller and framed in an 
irregular white border. The cover outside the illustration was bright red, very striking and 
bold, with a white box containing the captions. The layout of the title ‘Young 
Elizabethan’ was altered to emphasise the word ‘Elizabethan’ by putting it on a line by 
itself, in white capitals and in a larger font than the next line, which carried the subtitle: 
‘The magazine to grow up with’. There was no association with Collins now that John 
Grigg had bought the magazine. Although subtle, the changes all added up to a more 
noticeable, more modern-looking front cover. The decisions managed to signal change in 
a non-threatening way which suggested a desire on the part of Webb to retain existing 
readers while enticing new ones. Later, as Puffin Editor, Webb was always acutely aware 
of the importance of the visual impact made by Puffin books and the part played by 
design in attracting potential readers. Building up Puffin books as a brand was similar in 
some ways to encouraging loyalty to a magazine, and an initial feeling of familiarity with 
the product and a sense of recognition were helpful in doing this. 
One of the advantages of the newly-designed cover was that, while retaining the 
continuity of the familiar Verney illustration, the white box could be used to signal 
particularly interesting content. Before this innovation, readers had to pick up the 
magazine and look inside before they could know if there would be anything of special 
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interest. On the cover of the May 1956 issue, Webb was able to announce ‘Three new 
poems by Walter de la Mare’ which she proudly described as a scoop: 
It really is an honour to be allowed to print for the first time anywhere three new 
poems by Walter de la Mare, and even more of an honour to think that he sent 
them to us because he liked our magazine.79 [emphasis in the original] 
The poems are: The Glutton, The Thief, and Thoughts, and they were illustrated by 
Edward Ardizzone. Walter de la Mare was a childhood hero of Webb’s and by this time 
someone whom she knew personally. This scoop therefore resulted directly from Webb’s 
personal contacts and also from her knowledge of what appealed to her as a teenager. It 
serves as an example of her commitment to quality and of her assumption of the 
unchanging nature of literary appeal: that the poetry which she had loved since childhood 
would be loved by the current generation of readers. 
One of the ways in which Young Elizabethan paved the way for Puffin Post over a 
decade later was that it had a club for readers. Webb used this to generate loyalty and a 
feeling of community for both magazines. It was a key part of her vision for the magazine 
and its fortunes. Creativity and competitions were a central part of the club and magazine, 
just as they were later with Puffin Post. This was not something Webb considered to be 
an extra, and it was important to her and her staff that high standards were maintained:  
We want to congratulate you all on the very high standard you reached in this 
competition. There was a huge response which was very cheering, as this was a 
challenge and we began to suspect, last month, that the majority of you preferred 
unskilled things like guessing the number of Y’s and E’s on a page!80
This insistence on high standards and on making an effort was to resurface in Webb’s 
own magazine Puffin Post.  
Some of Webb’s changes were aimed at broadening the readership and appeal of the 
magazine. This was done in two main ways. The magazine’s club, the Young Elizabethan 
Club, was ‘going to be expanded, there will be more competitions and more prizes, and a 
great many Club happenings for you all to look forward to and enjoy.’ 81 The club was 
being given an injection of the Kaye Webb energy, in order to encourage wider 
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membership. As a reward for current members’ loyalty, there was a Christmas Party 
attended by 400 members. More applied to attend but Webb reluctantly had to limit the 
guest list; she acknowledged her ‘out-of-town’ members by promising events for them 
later, signalling a long-term determination to be geographically more inclusive and to 
make her readers part of a community of readers. The other innovation aimed at catering 
for a wider audience was the introduction of an item ‘for younger readers’. Worzel 
Gummidge, the eponymous hero of Barbara Euphan Todd’s series of books, wrote ‘A 
Letter from Worzel’ which stated that: 
he wanted to begin keeping a diary for YOUNG ELIZABETHANS so 
he spoke it all to a friendly “spadger” who obligingly delivered by it 
by word of beak, right to our window sill. (We paid him with a few 
crumbs.).82
Further on in the same issue the magazine carried an advertisement for the new 
Gummidge book – the sixth – Earthy Mangold & Worzel Gummidge.83 This has great 
resonance with Webb’s later activities in Puffin Post where, for instance, the first issue 
contained a letter to readers from Worzel Gummidge.84 Webb was never shy of recycling 
a good idea. 
These were relatively superficial changes but taken together they contributed to a 
greater sense of fun and a more modern-looking magazine. As far as the contents of the 
magazine went, the changes were subtle: the magazine retained its literary atmosphere 
and mixture of articles, stories and competitions. Molesworth, the humorously 
troublesome hero of the books by Ronald Searle and Geoffrey Willans, had appeared in 
Young Elizabethan before but was now given a new prominence: ‘The Curse of St. 
Custard’s (with the assistance of Geoffrey Willans) will be here to advise you every 
month’.85  
Two examples of areas over which Grigg and Webb negotiated illustrate the issues 
which Webb considered to be important. The first example concerns whether to create 
one or two Certificates of Merit to award to deserving Young Elizabethan readers. These 
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certificates were to be presented to readers who had done something outstandingly brave 
or had shown unusual talent, and Webb argued for two distinct categories while Grigg 
preferred to have one only. Trivial though this seems, it was typical of Webb to be 
interested in every detail of the magazine of which she was in charge. For Webb, what 
mattered here was that she would be able to motivate and reward her readers in what for 
her was the most appropriate way. The correspondence does not reveal Grigg’s precise 
objections, but recognising that some battles are not worth winning he backed down 
graciously in the face of Webb’s insistence and his response was generous. 
Dearest Kaye,
[…] As you know I abominate the bull-dozing proprietorial attitude and I am 
quite ready to give way in argument. Nor do I claim any ‘superior gifts as a 
debater’. I merely claim, in this instance – as in one or two others in the past, 
when I have been proved right – to have a better case! […] 
With love (and absolutely no bad feelings) from John [.]86  
It is evident from the excerpt above that there had been previous differences of opinion 
and that professional disagreements did not disrupt their friendship. This is an aspect of 
Webb’s long-term success and evidence that she could maintain her sense of what she felt 
was right or wrong in a work situation while retaining her friendships with colleagues. 
The second example of Kaye Webb’s skills in negotiating a difference of opinion 
reversed the situation as the victor was Grigg. When Webb requested an increase in the 
number of pages for the June 1957 issue, he refused, using his knowledge of the 
economic climate to justify his decision. Webb’s main concern at the magazine was the 
readers, whom she would prioritise over business considerations were it not for the 
counterbalance of her proprietor. Grigg’s position required him to take into account the 
fact that the magazine was a business. Webb had offered to bear the additional costs 
herself, if they could not be met by advertising, but Grigg warned her that this was not 
the answer: ‘If the balance between editorial pages and advertising is wrong extra sales 
emphatically do not correct the balance; if anything this makes matters worse, because 
paper and printing costs go up out of proportion to additional sales revenue’.87 There is an 
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interesting insight here: Webb was prepared to subsidise the publication costs of an issue 
if that would enable her to print the content of her choice. This is a decision of the heart, 
not the head, and is therefore not a business-like method of decision-making. Grigg, more 
experienced in the business side of publishing than Webb, did not hesitate to prevent her 
from making this mistake. Unlike the disagreement over the number of categories of 
Certificates of Merit to allow, this difference of opinion was too serious not to be decided 
on business terms. Webb, who at different times throughout her Puffin career argued 
strongly for placing idealism above commercial concerns, nevertheless did learn the 
lesson from Grigg that advertising revenue and other business issues cannot be 
completely disregarded in the face of idealism. Here, her ideals were not compromised 
but her willingness to bear the cost of her ideal solution was shown to be impractical.  
Advertising is an important matter to a magazine publisher and the subject came up 
several times between Grigg and Webb. At one point Grigg compared the quantity of 
advertising in Young Elizabethan with that of other publications. Punch ‘which of course 
is much less expensively produced than Y.E.’ had ‘26 pages of editorial to 19 pages of 
advertising!’.88 Grigg compared the number of pages of advertisements in the Saturday 
Evening Post as well and the result was that he argued for more advertising in Young 
Elizabethan, seeing it as a necessary evil:  
I’m afraid we must accept the logic of these facts and figures, but 
don’t worry: with you as Editor the magazine could never be dull – 
even if it were produced on a dozen pages of lavatory paper, with six 
of them advertisements for ladies underwear.89
Webb absorbed the good sense of this advice and reflected it back to her father: 
Young Liz [ie Young Elizabethan] is making fine progress and we’ve 
actually got nine pages of advts for the Jan issue, which is the one 
which normally carries only 4…so things are looking up.90  
When writing about Young Elizabethan after her retirement Webb expressed the 
opinion that it: 
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was an admirable children’s magazine, better than Puffin Post because it was 
much longer and had two or three stories as well as serials but, although it was 
truly first rate, it had to be sold on sale or return.91
The difficulty of selling a magazine on sale or return arose from having to speculate on 
the size of the print run for each month. The original Collins Magazine was subscription 
only but Young Elizabethan was now available on newsstands on sale or return. This 
made balancing the various elements of cost versus income tricky and a perpetual 
consideration. It also meant that profits and losses could not be calculated each month 
until the returns were taken into account. When Webb initiated Puffin Post she did so 
through creating a club, making the magazine – which was for her the significant element 
– only available to club members. This carried the great benefit of ensuring that the 
number of copies of each magazine needed were much more predictable. This was a very 
practical lesson to have learned from her experience with Young Elizabethan. Costs were 
still a constant concern, and unlike Young Elizabethan, Puffin Post took no advertising to 
offset them, but there was greater stability in the ability to anticipate numbers in advance. 
Additionally the magazine did not have to make a profit on its own; it was one element of 
the Puffin operation, which had to be justified, but could perhaps be considered as taking 
its place in the general atmosphere of ‘swings and roundabouts’.  
The significance of the editorial–advertising ratio which recurs in Grigg’s letters to 
Webb has parallels with lessons which she learned in the course of making television 
programmes. Webb appeared on two TV programmes in the mid-1950s: the monthly 
‘Scrapbook for Women’ on ITA, and ‘Peepshow’, a children’s programme. Working for 
the commercially-funded ITA taught her through experience about the importance of 
sponsors and advertisers to a business.92 She wrote to her father: 
have now done four shows and only dropped two bricks.. 
No 1. was when I referred to having gone out on a story for the News Chronicle, 
when I.T.A. is sponsored by the Daily Mail 
No 2. was when I attacked the big stores for having Christmas Toy fairs already 
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and the ruddy places are supposed to advertise… 93
The importance of advertisements, and their relationship to the content of the 
magazine can be seen in a slightly different context through a discussion about book 
reviews for one issue of Young Elizabethan. The question here is not the balance between 
advertisement and editorial, but balancing the integrity of the magazine content with the 
duty to advertisers. ‘Margaret’, working in the YE office, wrote to Webb: 
Here are the books, all publishers being advertisers in the November 
issue except for Faber, and as usual their books look too good to be 
left out. But if you have any reservations in recommending them, the 
Mersons would naturally be pleased if you would refrain from 
mentioning them at all. [… There is] a book called ‘The Horse of 
Hurricane Hill’ which I now find is the only Brockhampton book 
we’ve had recently. Could you kindly have a look at it and include it in 
your page if you think fit, as Olive Jones of Brock Books is always so 
helpful and they have taken space? 94
This shows that there were two considerations at work for book reviews: the reviews 
must be honest while also trying to accommodate advertisers. Thus Faber, while not 
taking an advertisement in this issue of the magazine, had nonetheless sent high-quality 
books which deserve to be included: ‘as usual their books look too good to be left out’. 
Lack of an advertisement does not prejudice receiving a review. However, if Webb has 
‘any reservations in recommending them’ then the solution is simply to omit any mention 
of them completely. This provides a pragmatic solution, reiterating the fact that a book 
should only be reviewed ‘if you think fit’. Similarly, Brockhampton Books have only 
sent one book for review, but if it is possible to include this particular book that will be 
welcome.95  
Webb edited Young Elizabethan for only three years; in 1958 she resigned so that she 
could look after her mother who was ill. Even in this short time she had learned a lot 
about the publishing business and achieved a great deal. Young Elizabethan was more 
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secure financially, in large part due to the considerable increase in circulation which was 
a result of Webb’s work in discreetly updating the magazine while retaining its core 
values and readership. Webb’s experience of journalism, and particularly of editing and 
publishing, increased, and she had moved from an adult audience to a child one, 
something of particular significance in her trajectory towards Puffin Books. Ultimately, 
Webb’s success in reviving the fortunes of Young Elizabethan was rewarded financially. 
She received a royalty of one shilling for each new reader and ‘[i]nasmuch as the 
circulation has gone up by at least 5000 since you became editor this would mean an 
immediate increase [in salary] of at least £250 a year’.96 She also received 500 shares in 
Periodical Publications, a recognition on Grigg’s part that Webb’s involvement in Young 
Elizabethan had been greater than simply being its editor.97 Webb was now recognised as 
a publisher. In twenty years she had gone from bluffing her way into jobs to being 
responsible for turning round the fortunes of a magazine and earning recognition as a 
player in the publishing world.  
Conclusion 
When Sir Allen Lane was anticipating the need for a new Puffin editor to replace Eleanor 
Graham he may not consciously have had in mind the specific skills or personality 
necessary. Nevertheless, once he had met Webb – in the late 1940s or early 1950s – he 
recognised someone with whom he had an affinity and who would fit into the Penguin 
company. By the time Webb resigned from the editorship of Young Elizabethan it is 
possible to look forwards and anticipate her elevation to the boardroom of Penguin and 
see that it did not come out of nowhere. Although the circumstances of leaving Lilliput 
had been painful for her, this does not detract from the fact that by working at Lilliput
through the war years Webb had developed much of the expertise which she took with 
her to Puffin. She had gained experience in working to deadlines, commissioning unusual 
stories and articles and thinking up new angles for topical subjects. She had been in a 
position of responsibility in which she had to act with a high degree of independence and 
initiative. She had gained an appreciation of the merits of good design and artwork and of 
how a story could be told through pictures as well as words. Not least, she had discovered 
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a flair for charming new and established talent into producing interesting work for next to 
no money, a gift which was to become something of a trademark way of operating. 
Perhaps most importantly, she had learnt to be at home working in a traditionally male 
environment. All these skills were to contribute in time to her success at Puffin. Coupled 
with the publishing experience gained through running Perpetua Books with Searle, and 
the experience of editing specifically for children at Young Elizabethan, Webb’s skills 
were ripe for transfer to children’s publishing. What was not in place at this point in 
Webb’s career was the freedom to take up the opportunity: she had young children and a 
sick mother. No matter how willingly she spent time looking after them there must have 
been frustrations in leaving her career at Young Elizabethan just as everything was going 
so well. When, a few years later, the time was right, Webb had all the skills and 
experience in place to be the right person for the job of Puffin editor. 
Puffin’s first editor, Eleanor Graham, retired in 1960 and senior staff at Penguin 
invited Kaye Webb to take over from her. Allen Lane had had his eye on her for some 
years but Kaye had resisted his offers on the grounds that he was ‘too much of a friend, 
and it would make our relationship different’.98 But Graham’s retirement coincided with 
changes in Webb’s personal and professional life that made her more receptive to the 
offer she received from another Penguin-based friend: Anthony (known as Tony) 
Godwin, Chief Editor of Penguin. As Lane and Godwin recognised, Webb’s career path, 
and particularly her time at Young Elizabethan, made her uniquely suited for the job and 
although she had left Young Elizabethan to look after her family, now she no longer had 
to nurse her mother and her children were now teenagers so the demands of her domestic 
life were receding. In addition, and perhaps most pertinently, her marriage to Ronald 
Searle was almost over. Searle left Webb in October 1961 and moved to France. Webb 
described this as a ‘serious shock’, serious enough to be given an entry in a summary of 
her medical history.99 Looking back at that time from the vantage of 1995 Webb 
confessed that one reason why she accepted the post was that ‘my husband wanted to get 
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me out of the house into a job’.100 This period of personal upheaval worked to Puffin’s 
advantage since, largely freed from domestic responsibilities and needing to support 
herself, Kaye Webb was poised to enter the next phase of her pioneering career. She 
immersed herself in the new job to such an extent that her life and relationships at Puffin 
eventually became central to her life. Thus began a period in which the names ‘Puffin’ 
and ‘Kaye Webb’ became inseparable and together they shaped an important period in 
the history of the children’s book.  
                                                 
100 Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker, ‘Interview with Kaye Webb, 7 February 1995’, in Oral 
Archives: A collection of informal conversations with individuals involved in creating or producing 
children’s literature since 1945, compiled by Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker (London: 
Roehampton University, 1998), 366-388, p. 367. 
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Chapter 3 
A New Era for Puffin 
Early Days 
A letter of appointment, dated 3 February 1961, sets out details of the job which Kaye 
Webb was originally appointed to do at Penguin. It is from Tony Godwin and describes 
the terms and responsibilities of her employment thus: 
Dear Miss Webb, 
This is to confirm that we have invited you to become editor of Puffin Books, 
your appointment to take effect from 1 January 1961. 
You will be responsible for finding and commissioning reprints, editing, 
supervising their illustration, and carrying out suggestions for original titles. It is 
understood that you will not normally be working in the Company’s office, but 
we agree to supply you with an assistant who will work in the office. It is also 
agreed that our production and art departments will provide you with the 
assistance you require from them. Any decisions you take about the purchase of 
material will be subject to the approval of myself or my appointed deputy, but up 
to the point of your ordering materials, you are empowered to act on your own 
authority. 
For undertaking this work we agree to pay you a yearly sum of £500 paid 
quarterly, and in addition to this the sum of £50 for each title published under 
your editorship. 
We also agree to reimburse you for all reasonable expenses incurred in course of 
your work for us, such expenses to be submitted monthly. 
The arrangements between us are to be subject to review at the end of one year 
from the time of your appointment. We also suggest a six months’ notice of 
discontinuation on either side. 
Yours sincerely 
A. Godwin 
Chief Editor1
This is a very formal letter for one friend to send to another but is appropriate for a letter 
of appointment. Godwin is writing in his capacity as Chief Editor and he addresses his 
                                                 
1 Tony Godwin to Kaye Webb, 3 February 1961, SS, KW/07/01/01.  
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new employee as ‘Miss Webb’ – her professional name. This use of her maiden name 
throughout her career – it does not reflect the ending of her marriage – shows just how 
strongly Webb can be identified with career women. During the early part of her working 
life Webb was known by her married name: referred to as ‘Mrs Hunter’ when her 
employer at Lilliput was making the case for retaining her during the War, and using her 
married name ‘Mrs Brierley’ during her first editorial positions.2 As her career progressed 
and her work became known by a wider public, Webb reverted to her maiden name. 
Outside her work, she was ‘Mrs Searle’ – in itself a prestigious and well-known name, 
but for glamour and for Ronald Searle’s status, rather than for her own work 
achievements. The fact that this letter is retrospective seems to reflect the fact that 
Webb’s job terms were never formally laid down until this point, and that her increasing 
experience as a business woman made her determined not to suffer the fate of others 
whose employment Allen Lane had terminated for apparently personal reasons. Losing 
her job at Lilliput after her pregnancy no doubt provided a further incentive to have a 
legally binding contract. 
Webb kept notes of her work between 1 March and 27 June 1961, an exercise that 
helped her quantify her worth to the company. This was a time when children’s imprints 
were largely seen as incidental, so she may equally have been working up a business case 
for Puffin.3 The archive is unclear on the motivation, but what is clear is that she changed 
the remit of the original job considerably during the first few months. When offered the 
job in October or November 1960 Webb was to take over from Eleanor Graham as 
‘Outside Editor’.4 This involved ‘simply choosing and advising on titles’, a part-time job 
done mainly from home.5 At the time it was expected that Graham’s assistant, Margaret 
Clark, would continue as ‘Internal Editor’ with responsibility for all the production work 
and office work, as well as ‘a considerably larger salary [than Graham’s or Webb’s], i.e. 
                                                 
2 Maxwell Raison, on behalf of Hutton Press, 19 November 1942, SS, KW/03/01/02/01. 
3 See Kimberley Reynolds, ‘Publishing Practices and the Practicalities of Publishing’, in Children’s Book 
Publishing in Britain since 1945 ed. by Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 
1998), pp. 20-41, pp. 22-24 for a discussion of the invisibility of children’s lists and their editors. 
4 Kaye Webb, ‘Brief Record Of K.W.’s Engagement With Penguins’, typescript notes, [1961], SS, 
KW/07/01/03/01f.1. 
5 Ibid. 
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£1,000 a year’.6 Clark had in fact expected to take over from Graham herself so the 
situation was complex. Soon after Webb’s arrival Clark left Penguin and took up a 
similar position at The Bodley Head.7  
The sudden departure of Clark left Webb doing both jobs single-handed until she was 
given a part-time assistant in the form of Linda Villiers, a full-time Penguin employee. 
As Webb was at pains to point out, this was not a like-for-like replacement; Villiers was 
‘of a much lower grade’ than Clark, though she was still paid a salary of £750 in 
comparison to Webb’s basic salary of £500 per year. Reading between the lines, this was 
another bone of contention, although it must be remembered that she was still a part-time 
employee at this stage. The detailed summary of the work she was undertaking was 
undoubtedly used in part to justify an increase in Webb’s salary and seniority, but in 
making the case for herself, she was effectively also fighting for recognition for Puffin 
and children’s books in the organisation. Both were pioneering battles for the period. At 
the time there was no legal requirement for men and women to be paid equally, and there 
is a clear sense that she felt her work to be undervalued, possibly because she was a 
woman. 8 She was not alone in this view: Pam Royds, who worked at André Deutsch for 
nearly 30 years, admitted that Deutsch, the firm’s founder, referred to her job, only partly 
in jest, as her ‘hobby’. Royds said that one of her advantages to the firm was that she 
required a very low salary.9  
‘Some time in April’, Godwin accepted that Webb was working more than originally 
planned and suggested a change to an annual salary of £1,500.10 Webb agreed, but later 
felt that she made ‘a weak agreement and she should have held out for £2,000’. 
Increasing the number of books on the list was one of Webb’s aims and notes of a 
telephone call between Webb and Godwin show that she was to prepare a budget based 
                                                 
6 Ibid. 
7 Nicholas Tucker, ‘Margaret Clark: Children’s Editor and Anthologist’, 
<http://www.independent.co.uk/news/obituaries/margaret-clark-447541.html> [accessed 06/05/07]. 
8 The Equal Pay Act of 1970 did not come into force until 1975. ‘Equal Pay Act 1970’, 
<http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1970/41/contents/enacted> [accessed 05/04/11].  
9 Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker, ‘Conversation Between Pam Royds, Nicholas Tucker and 
Kimberley Reynolds, 20 February 1995’, in Oral Archives: A collection of informal conversations with 
individuals involved in creating or producing children’s literature since 1945, compiled by Kimberley 
Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker (London: Roehampton University, 1998), pp. 319-331, p. 319. 
10 Kaye Webb, ‘Brief Record Of K.W.’s Engagement With Penguins’, typescript notes, [1961], SS, 
KW/07/01/03/01f.1. 
94
on 30 titles. She estimated that on the original financial agreement of £500 a year plus 
£50 per book for 30 books she would have received £2,000. The anticipated 30 titles 
turned out to be 16 – 14 Puffin story books and 2 Picture Puffins – so her projection was 
wrong and she would have received only £800 for books published during the year, 
making £1,300 in total. Thirty books was an ambitious target but there is no evidence to 
suggest that this number was set with a view to Webb increasing her salary.11 However 
she had received constant assurances from Godwin that she was ‘the highest paid Editor 
at Puffins’ and that more would not be forthcoming. Interestingly, Godwin does not seem 
to have related her pay to editors in other departments of Penguin. Since Webb was the 
only editor at Puffin, it must simply be that she was better paid than her predecessor, and 
than others working in the Puffin office. The result was that Webb felt that ‘it seems 
increasingly clear […] that I have been used rather badly. I need the job and they are 
notoriously mean’.12   
A Desk of One’s Own 
Webb’s persistence in carrying out the majority of her editorial work in the Penguin 
office was beneficial for Puffin. She was a highly visible, energetic and committed 
presence in the Penguin offices, involved in day-to-day decision-making, drawing 
attention to Puffin books and ensuring that they were not ignored. This contrasted with 
Eleanor Graham, who had been a traditional ‘outside editor’, working from home much 
of the time.13 Margaret Clark recalled that Penguin employed ‘two in-house editors. (The 
senior editors worked outside the firm)’. While a typical way of working at this time, it 
inevitably distanced Graham from other Puffin and Penguin staff. According to Margaret 
Clark, from 1956 she ‘looked after the office side of Puffins, which Eleanor Graham had 
                                                 
11 Kaye Webb, typescript notes beginning ‘Tony. telephone call Summary.’, 17 March [1961], SS, 
KW/07/01/03/02. 
12 Kaye Webb, ‘Brief Record Of K.W.’s Engagement With Penguins’, typescript notes, [1961], SS, 
KW/07/01/03/01f.1. 
13 Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker, ‘Interview with Margaret Clark’, in Oral Archives: A 
collection of informal conversations with individuals involved in creating or producing children’s 
literature since 1945, compiled by Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker (London: Roehampton 
University, 1998), 91-102 p. 91. Philippa Pearce, who worked part-time as children’s book editor at André 
Deutsch from 1958/9 until the mid-Sixties, says that she ‘did most of [her] work at home, and only went in 
on occasion when it was necessary’. Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker, ‘Interview with Philippa 
Pearce’, in Oral Archives, 289-305 p. 289. 
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edited since 1941 from her flat in Queen Square’.14 They would meet in Graham’s flat, as 
Graham seldom went to Harmondsworth. Graham and Clark discussed the list together 
and other staff ‘were constantly suggesting [plans] for the series’. The Puffin list 
obviously benefitted from wide interest and discussion, but the fact that Graham was 
seldom in the office kept her at a remove from editorial staff in other departments at 
Penguin. 
Webb’s approach was different, even though her brief at first was simply to continue 
where Graham left off. By March, Webb’s diary notes show clearly that she was working 
for more than one or two days per week, and was in the Penguin offices a great deal, in 
addition to working at home. By October 1961 Webb was working full time, and this was 
her new pattern.15 Webb’s previous experience at Lilliput and Young Elizabethan
magazines, where her work was office-based, coupled with her desire to be personally 
involved in all areas of book production, made this way of working her natural choice. It 
is obvious that she relished the companionship that this way of working allowed, and that 
she regarded it as necessary to be near to colleagues. 
As Webb involved herself in every aspect of book production she was simultaneously 
fighting for status and recognition. One of these battles was simply for a desk and office 
space. The entry for 1 March says, ‘Harmondsworth. Discovered Science Ed in desk but 
she obligingly shifted, albeit stating that this was her assigned place in future.’16 This lack 
of a desk of her own can be seen as symbolic of the low status of children’s editors at the 
time. Webb was viewed as an outside worker making a visit to the office, rather than a 
regular member of the team with a designated working space. This resonates strongly 
with the experience of losing her job at Lilliput following her pregnancy. In the days 
before the birth of the children, Ann Webb wrote to her daughter to remind her of the 
importance of regaining her job afterwards: 
You will have to be real tough with [Patrick Campbell] when you get back.  Start 
as you mean to continue.  Get your desk back immediately, the first day you 
return, no hedging and let that be your attitude.  Poor girl, fancy bothering you 
                                                 
14 Margaret Clark, ‘Eleanor Graham’, Signal (1972), 91-96 (91). 
15 Webb speaks of this in a letter: Kaye Webb to Mr. Dickson, 12 October 1961, SS, KW/07/01/01//08. 
16 Kaye Webb, ‘Kaye Webb. Puffin Notes In Diary Form. Mainly For Reminder’, typescript, 1 March 
[1961], SS, KW/07/01/03/04f.1. 
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with such nonsense, but we did decide we were going to be hard nuts, didn’t we 
duck!!17   
Ann’s fear stemmed from the fact that Campbell was ‘firmly establishing himself in the 
Assistant Editors [sic] chair’ – previously Webb’s – and Ann Webb did not want her 
daughter to be edged out of her job by anyone else.18 The desk and chair are the physical 
symbols of office. Having a desk equated to having a job. The reference to being ‘hard 
nuts’ reflects the single-mindedness displayed by Ann on behalf of Kaye Webb, and also 
her knowledge of the professional environment, something which was unusual in mothers 
at this time but demonstrates the pioneering nature of Ann too as a woman with a career. 
Webb duly fought with tenacity for what she was due and for the recognition and status 
which should accompany this. These struggles are not dissimilar to those of other career 
women in the period before equality legislation. Post-marriage and particularly post-
children there was still an expectation that women would give up work, or at least full-
time work, and that the higher-paid, successful, more powerful employees in an 
organisation would be male.  
For Webb, the desk issue lingered on. In the office on 8 May, Webb was 
‘[d]isconcerted again to find typist has not moved out of room as Tony had arranged, and 
that I was to work in gen[eral] editorial at D. Pevs. Desk. Awkward moments’.19 Webb’s 
primary concern with all of these battles was to create a working environment from 
which she could set in motion her plans for making Puffin more successful, which was 
very bound up with making Puffin visible, at Penguin offices and in the marketplace. In 
addition, there were junior staff who did work permanently in the Penguin office and 
Webb did not want them to impinge on her role. For example, she provided notes to 
herself on how to handle her new part-time assistant, Linda Villiers. She was ‘[s]lightly 
worried by her attitude. Not that of an assistant, but of young woman trying to grab reigns 
[sic]. Hope this is a mistaken impression and turns out to be simply interest and 
                                                 
17 Ann Webb to Kaye Webb, 13 July 1947, SS, KW/01/01/01/085. 
18 Ann Webb to Kaye Webb, 17 June [1947], SS, KW/01/01/01/069.
19 Kaye Webb, ‘Kaye Webb. Puffin Notes In Diary Form. Mainly For Reminder’, typescript, 1 March 
[1961], SS, KW/07/01/03/04f.2. ‘D. Pevs.’ is Dieter Pevsner, a non-fiction editor who joined Penguin in 
1958, straight from university. His father, Nikolaus Pevsner, was the distinguished ‘outside’ editor of the 
Buildings of England series. Both Pevsners were key members of the Penguin organisation. 
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eagerness.’20 Webb, having achieved her own journalistic and editorial jobs through a 
mixture of bluff and ambition, did not wish to be usurped by a similarly ambitious 
assistant. She assessed whether Villiers was a threat or an asset to her hard-fought for 
authority and advised herself: 
[m]ust take firm attitude as Editor with sub. And not be embarrassed by cool 
confidence. N.B. It doesn’t matter if she resents it, its better than me resenting 
her. Must find some creative thing on which she has positive initiative. 
Must also see my appointment is clearly announced and defined[.]21
Webb was ensuring that her authority was not undermined while demonstrating her 
ability to get the best out of a member of staff. One of Webb’s great gifts was to inspire 
those around her to join her in with her plans for Puffin. She had a genuine interest in 
people from different backgrounds and this empathy was helpful when she came to 
develop her understanding of the Puffin marketplace. 
Puffin Marketing and Design 
The aggressive marketing which is integral to publishing today was not such a feature of 
publishing in 1960. Allen Lane had strong opinions about what was and was not 
appropriate marketing and as late as 1967 gave his opinion in an interview with the Daily 
Express that certain sorts of marketing robbed Penguins of ‘dignity’. He deplored the fact 
that ‘[s]ome of the frightful young marketing whizz-kids just wouldn’t realise a book is 
not a tin of beans.’22 This does not mean that he was happy for Penguin books to be 
invisible however, and he acted on any lapses which were brought to his attention. For 
instance, Noel Carrington wrote to Lane: 
By the way your West End man should look to Cromwell Rd air terminal. The 
WHS[mith] stall there is a disgrace, nothing but sexy paperbacks and the only 
Penguins were sex handbooks. Why not your African library or good books on 
Greece, Rome, India etc.23  
                                                 
20 Kaye Webb, ‘Kaye Webb. Puffin Notes In Diary Form. Mainly For Reminder’, typescript, 1 March 
[1961], SS, KW/07/01/03/04f.2. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Anne Batt, interview with Sir Allen Lane, ‘A Book is Not a Tin of Beans…’, Daily Express, 8 May 
1967, cited in Claire Squires, Marketing Literature: The Making of Contemporary Writing in Britain
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009) [2007], p. 45. 
23 Noel Carrington to Allen Lane, 1 October 1965, Penguin Archive, University of Bristol, DM1879/13/1. 
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Lane immediately passed on the information to the Sales Department.24 Marketing of 
Puffin Books before Webb’s arrival could be similarly ineffective to judge by the results. 
Eleanor Graham said that, 
it shocked me when an intelligent business woman […] said to me impatiently, 
“But where can I BUY [Puffins]? They’re the sort of thing I’ve been looking for 
ever since my children were born, but I’ve never seen them in any bookshop.” 25
Despite Graham’s commitment to developing Puffin and creating readers it is clear that 
she had not helped develop an efficient marketing strategy. Graham reported this incident 
to Lane as she was retiring, when marketing and publicity were out of her hands, but it 
may in any case have been an area which she did not oversee. 
Webb’s arrival coincided with Tony Godwin’s ambition to invigorate marketing at 
Penguin, and she was determined that Puffin should not fall behind. Godwin’s 
background in bookshops, as bookseller and bookshop owner, gave him an understanding 
of the importance of keeping up with competitors in marketing energy and of showing 
appreciation to sales reps.26 He initiated a scheme whereby Penguin editors, including 
Webb, travelled out to bookshops with the sales reps in order to discover first hand the 
practicalities of marketing.27 This proved to be a useful way of assessing the state of 
Puffin, and Webb’s discoveries alerted her to two problems facing Puffin: 
There was a lot of the Puffin list which was absolutely first class but many books 
did not have appealing covers and nobody was doing very much about getting 
them known. I went round the bookshops with the travellers to investigate what 
happened when Puffins went into the shops and found there was little interest. If I 
asked where the Puffins were, I was told “Oh, they’re over there in the corner” 
                                                 
24 Allen Lane to Noel Carrington, 5 October 1965, Penguin Archive, University of Bristol, DM1819/1/2. 
25 Eleanor Graham to Allen Lane, 5 December 1960, Penguin Archive, University of Bristol, DM1819/1/2. 
26 Sources vary about whether Godwin took over or started the bookshop Better Books, on Charing Cross 
Road, and when he did this. Whatever the true story, the shop played a central role in the beat culture of the 
period and was a revolutionary new type of bookshop in its organisation of events and its casual and 
friendly atmosphere. See Jonathon Green, All Dressed Up: The Sixties and the Counterculture (London: 
Pimlico, 1999) p. 35; Iain Stevenson, Book Makers: British Publishing in the Twentieth Century (London: 
British Library, 2010); Randall Stevenson, The Oxford English Literary History: 1960-2000: the Last of 
England?, Volume 12, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002-). p. 130; Ian Norrie, Mumby’s Publishing 
and Bookselling in the Twentieth Century 6th edn (London: Bell & Hyman, 1982). Before coming to 
Penguin, Godwin was also responsible for revitalising Bumpus books, of which Sir Allen Lane was a 
director. See Jeremy Lewis, Penguin Special: The Life and Times of Allen Lane (London: Penguin, 2006) 
[2005],  p. 310-311.  
27 Lewis, Penguin Special, p. 343. 
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and quite often they were hidden behind the Armada Enid Blytons … 28
This lack of visibility and of active marketing was something which Webb immediately 
sought to address. Webb had no bookshop experience but she did have commercial 
experience gained while creating magazines which had to compete for attention on the 
news-stand. As the previous chapter has shown, she had already demonstrated her 
marketing acumen by using subtle changes in the cover design of Young Elizabethan to 
increase its prominence on the shelves, resulting in higher sales. Against this background 
of new senior staff in the company not only understanding, but pressing for, innovative 
marketing, Webb’s previous experience in these areas and her ambition to make Puffin 
books more widely known and available were a perfect fit. Webb’s solution was to take 
an active approach to solving these problems and the vigour with which she promoted her 
list was typical of what Lewis describes as ‘the obsessive single-mindedness of the true 
publisher’.29
1962 was Puffin’s twenty-first anniversary, and Webb was planning her ‘first big 
promotion’. Realising that making this succeed would involve making ‘a lot of noise in 
the bookshops, libraries etc.’ Webb devised a competition where children chose their 
favourite ten books to take to a desert island, and met the sales director of W. H. Smith’s 
to find out what would ensure a prominent display in their shops. At this time W. H. 
Smith was a major book retailer; in 1959 they had 371 branches and ‘for all large and 
medium-sized publishers they were customers with immense buying power’.30 His 
response was that he might play a jingle if they had one, so Webb organised the writing 
and recording of a jingle. She then held the sales director to his promise and the jingle 
became something of a cult amongst Puffin readers, and later Puffin Club members. The 
fact that the three-verse jingle was not created by an advertising department or 
professionally produced and yet became such a hit with the readers typifies the Webb 
method: throughout her time at Puffin she used friends, relatives and colleagues to help 
her in any way she needed. Webb’s belief in the merits of Puffin books and her 
                                                 
28 Kaye Webb, typescript beginning ‘I met Allen Lane for the first time at El Vino’s’, n.d., SS, KW/15/30 
f.2. Armada, the paperback imprint of Mayfair Books Ltd, was launched in 1962, so it would seem that 
Webb must be referring to visits in 1962 or later. Armada was later subsumed into Collins and became their 
paperback imprint for children. 
29 Lewis, Penguin Special, p. 377. 
30 Norrie, Mumby’s Publishing and Bookselling, p. 193. 
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determination to promote them and make them widely known made her a difficult person 
to say ‘no’ to. Over time it could be said that her Puffin community included not just 
readers and Puffin staff but other peripherally involved people who could be drafted in to 
help. In this way she was able to maximise resources. In this instance, verses one and 
three of the jingle were written by the Puffin office staff; as Webb put it, ‘Laurie Lee 
chipped in with the second’; the tune was composed by the son of Puffin author Joan 
Aiken, who sang it with the best friend of Webb’s daughter. The recording was done at 
Newton Road, Webb’s home.31
There is nuffin, nuffin, nuffin like a Puffin 
Nuffin like a Puffin book to read, 
Yes indeed 
There’s a Puffin for the kind of read you need 
Yes, indeed. 
There is so much in a Puffin 
It’s full of p’super stuffin 
Enough to keep you happy all day long, all day long
So for boys and girls who’re needin’ 
Some extra special readin’ 
All you’ve got to do is sing this Puffin song 
There is nuffin, nuffin, nuffin like a Puffin 
Nuffin like a Puffin book to read, yes indeed 
A Puffin’s so exciting 
it’s the kindest kind of writing 
                                                 
31 Kaye Webb, typescript beginning ‘I met Allen Lane for the first time at El Vino’s’, n.d., SS, 
KW/15/30f.3. 
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Yes, a Puffin’s just the kind of read you need 
Yes indeed 32
Webb’s other concern for Puffin books was their uninspiring covers. The question of the 
role of covers in the marketing strategies was a dilemma for the Penguin company as a 
whole during the late 1950s and early 1960s: with increasing competition for paperback 
licences, the very restrained and elegant appearance of Penguins, into which so much 
design effort had gone and which had initially caused them to stand out in bookshops, 
was now paradoxically at risk of lowering their profile and benefitting their competitors. 
Webb, having come to Penguin from magazine, rather than book, publishing, was 
perhaps able to see this more clearly than some, but the concern was widespread among 
the new, generally younger, editors at Penguin as a whole and was a continual source of 
friction between them and Lane and some of the old guard of senior staff.33 Webb was 
able to draw on her direct experience of sales and marketing to raise the profile of Puffin 
books. 
                                                 
32 Ibid. 
33 For the detailed history of all aspects of Penguin design, see Phil Baines, Penguin By Design: A Cover 
Story 1935-2005 (London: Allen Lane, 2005). The design history of Puffin can be read in Phil Baines, 
Puffin By Design: 70 Years of Imagination 1940-2010 (London: Allen Lane, 2010). 
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Figure 9 Susan Ertz, Now East, Now West (1937).  
Original Penguin cover, showing the iconic  
orange and white banded cover of the early  
Penguin books.   
       The original design of Puffin books was a red version of the classic orange and 
white cover which Penguin had used for its books from the start. (See Figures 9 and 10 
above.) The one concession to the child audience was a line drawing ‘incorporated rather 
uncomfortably in the central panel’.34 This version of the house style immediately 
identified Puffin as belonging to the Penguin stable, which at the start of the Puffin list 
was valuable and necessary for credibility and recognition. Eleanor Graham recognised 
that this looked very unexciting, describing them as ‘thin little books, not at all 
impressive, with red and white covers and an ad for Kiltie shoes on the back’.35 During 
Graham’s time the covers did progress beyond this tame beginning: The Puffin Puzzle 
Book, PS9, published in 1944, became the first Puffin book to have a full-colour 
                                                 
34 Baines, Puffin By Design, p. 65. 
35 Cited in Lewis, Penguin Special, p. 187. Original quote: Times Literary Supplement 14 April 1946. 
Figure 10 Barbara Euphan Todd, Worzel 
Gummidge (1941). Facsimile cover of the first 
Puffin Book, showing the iconic banded cover, 
here in red and white with an inserted line 
drawing. 
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illustration on the cover.36 In fact Puffin cover designs were in advance of Penguin 
designs in their use of illustration, since Penguin fiction was not given illustrated covers 
until around 1948.37 Other publishers, adult and children’s, with paperback lists, used 
more lurid but eye-catching covers, which only added to the invisibility of Puffins and 
Penguins.38  
Webb continued to develop covers which became more stylish and allowed the artists 
greater freedom. In 1959, Puffin books had acquired a black strip across the bottom of the 
front cover as part of a branding exercise which encompassed various Penguin titles. 
Baines describes it as ‘heavy-handed [and] distracting’, and under Webb it was first of all 
softened by using a colour which was more in keeping with the design of each particular 
cover and later dropped completely.39 (See Figures 11 and 12 below.) 
                                                 
36 W. E. Gladstone, The Puffin Puzzle Book (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1944). 
37 Baines, Puffin By Design, p. 65. 
38 Disagreement about cover art eventually caused Tony Godwin’s departure from Penguin. More detailed 
discussion of this episode can be found in Lewis, Penguin Special, pp. 359-364; Stevenson, Book Makers, 
pp. 179-181; J. E. Morpurgo, Allen Lane: King Penguin: A Biography (London: Hutchinson, 1979 pp. 346-
349. 
39 Baines, Puffin By Design, pp. 88-91 and 100-103. 
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Figure 11 Barbara Euphan Todd, Worzel Gummidge (rep. 1953), showing the wraparound cover 
illustration drawn by John Harwood specially for this edition.
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Figure 12 Barbara Euphan Todd, Worzel Gummidge (rep. 1963),showing the.wraparound cover by Diana 
Stanley. The composition of the illustration has many similarities with John Harwood’s cover but the 
colours are much brighter and fresher, with a predominance of green and blue. The figure of Gummidge 
himself appears less sinister in Stanley’s version above. Note the green strip across the bottom in a colour 
which complements the rest of the cover. 
Although Webb had no formal art training her instinct for what worked and her belief 
that covers and illustrations mattered meant that she was able to develop Puffin’s visual 
attractiveness. In part she attributed this to the influence of ‘a very artistic husband’ – 
Ronald Searle – and to her previous experience: ‘I was editing Lilliput, and I don’t know 
why, I just knew what was good’.40 Webb continued the use of wraparound covers, 
introduced by Graham, where the cover illustration was continued on the back of the 
book, and she commissioned new illustrations such as Richard Kennedy’s for Peter 
Pan.41 These went on to be used in the Brockhampton hardback edition of the book in 
1971, showing that Puffin was beginning to influence the hardback trade. Over the next 
two decades as Puffin became an increasingly important and influential player in the 
                                                 
40 Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker, ‘Interview with Kaye Webb, 7 February 1995’, in Oral 
Archives: A collection of informal conversations with individuals involved in creating or producing 
children’s literature since 1945, compiled by Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker (London: 
Roehampton University, 1998), 366-388, p. 379. 
41 J. M. Barrie, Peter Pan (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967) [1911]. 
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children’s book world, their own raised profile contributed to the higher profile of all 
paperback books for children in the improved acceptance of the format and the wider 
expectation of book ownership. 
As well as increasing Puffin’s visibility in shops through better displays and covers, 
Webb had ‘to persuade the Penguin sales force to push Puffins’. She was now 
establishing her presence in the company and using this to her advantage. She presented 
what she considered to be ‘a very strong case’ at her first sales conference, the central 
thrust of her argument being ‘the importance of literature to children’s development’, 
thus playing astutely on their feelings as parents who would themselves worry about what 
their children read.42 Webb wrote that ‘[i]n 1960-61 children’s books were not highly 
valued’. In part this reflected the situation of children in society at the time. By the end of 
the 1950s, attitudes to childhood were changing, children were becoming more visible 
and there was an increasing awareness of them as a separate entity. There was also an 
awareness of them as an investment in the future. Following the Second World War there 
was a growing realisation that children and their upbringing and education could play a 
central part in repairing the physical and emotional damage of the War and a conviction 
that writing for children could play a role in preventing future wars. One example of 
these ideals in action was the foundation in 1953 of the International Board on Books for 
Young People, IBBY. The starting point for the organisation – still active, with seventy 
National Sections – was the conviction of the international children’s literature 
community that children’s books had a part to play in ‘promoting international 
understanding and peace’.43 Education as well as exposure to culture in the right forms 
were seen as potential guiding influences on the next generation. The Newsom report of 
1963 would support these hopes.44 Similar principles were to shape the US under the 
presidency (1963-1969) of Lyndon B. Johnson. His vision of the ‘Great Society’ resulted 
in the passing of legislation to improve civil rights and healthcare, amongst other areas, 
                                                 
42 Kaye Webb, typescript beginning ‘I met Allen Lane for the first time at El Vino’s’, n.d., SS, 
KW/15/30f.2. 
43 For a fuller history of IBBY and its mission and activities see ‘How it all Began’, www.ibby.org, 
<www.ibby.org/index.php?id=398> [accessed 19/08/11]. 
44 John Newsom, The Newsom Report (1963): Half our future (London: HMSO, 1963). Also available at 
The History of Education in England, ‘Newsom Report 1963 – Chapter 19’ 
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but his commitment to funding education was a core principle and included large 
increases in funding for education and the creation of educational television programmes. 
The children’s book industries in the U.K. and U.S. were working more closely together 
in the wake of the Second World War, in part since there had been less disruption for 
U.S. publishers and this investment in children’s books happened on both sides of the 
Atlantic. 
In emphasising the close relationship between child development and literature (with 
its implication of quality literature), Webb was entering a debate which was just 
beginning and was to be central to the next two decades and to the whole subject of a 
second golden age of children’s literature.45 Webb’s contention that literature was 
important to children’s development reflected new thinking about children. During the 
late 1930s and 1940s there was a shift in advice to mothers – it was generally expected 
and accepted that it would be mothers who looked after children – away from highly 
structured controlling regimes towards an emphasis on providing for the psychological 
needs of the child. Educationalists stressed the importance of playing with children, 
which began to be regarded as ‘vitally important for future intellectual and social 
development’.46 The American paediatrician Dr. Benjamin Spock was among the first to 
advocate a more instinctive, responsive way of parenting, in contrast to the previously 
recommended more rigid and timetabled methods of regimented childcare. Influential 
psychoanalysts such as Drs John Bowlby and Donald W. Winnicott also promoted the 
view that motherhood was an instinctive pleasure in which the child’s needs came first.47
Paradoxically, instinctive mothering required child-rearing manuals. Following the war, 
middle-class parents, no longer able to afford to rely on nannies or to assume the nearby 
presence of extended families, began to turn to such manuals for advice about bringing 
up their children and this may in part be why there was an increased acceptance of 
guidance in other areas of children’s lives. This included the growth of a new audience 
                                                 
45 For further discussion of this subject see Lucy Pearson, ‘The Making of Modern Children’s Literature: 
Quality and Ideology in British Children’s Literature of the 1960s and 1970s’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, 
University of Newcastle upon Tyne, 2010). 
46 Diane Richardson, Women, Motherhood and Childrearing (London: Macmillan, 1993), p. 39. 
47 Richardson, Women, Motherhood and Childrearing, p. 40. This book provides detailed information on 
child-rearing manuals and the development of different child-rearing theories, including those of Bowlby 
and Winnicott. 
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for the critical books being written to provide advice about children’s reading. ‘The 
intelligent parent who is interested in what his children read no longer has to search for 
himself, or, alternatively, trust blindly to a single opinion’, wrote Frank Eyre of the 
increase in critical writing during the 1950s and 1960s. 48 Some of the newly-founded 
magazines and journals such as Growing Point had an audience of parents at least partly 
in mind.49
Building the Brand 
Puffin benefitted from the fact that its new editor had both a talent for selecting books 
which would match her requirements and the business skills to buy and market books 
once she had chosen them. One of Webb’s first tasks in 1961 was to negotiate with 
publishers such as Collins in order to facilitate the licensing arrangements. Unlike some 
publishers, ‘Billy’ Collins, head of the family firm, was not against having his books 
paperbacked.50 They already published paperbacks for adults. On the contrary, he 
informed Webb that ‘we were thinking of going into children’s paperbacks with Bodley 
Head’.51 Webb knew that Collins had noticed the success of Puffin books and exploited 
this by suggesting that instead of setting up a new, rival imprint, they entered into a 
collaboration with Puffin who were already established. This strategy worked and Collins 
delayed acquiring their own children’s imprint for several years.52 The deal, arranged 
with the help of Tony Godwin, involved allowing Webb to take her choice of titles from 
Collins, agreeing in advance that she would take fifteen books over the next three years. 
Penguin already held this sort of arrangement with a number of publishers, known as ‘the 
group’, who got a preferential royalty in return for allowing Penguin the first choice of 
titles.53 This helped Penguin to retain their advantage in an increasingly competitive 
paperback market, and the tactic was now being employed with Collins for Puffin. An 
added advantage to Webb was that working with Godwin like this brought Puffin into 
                                                 
48 Frank Eyre, British Children’s Books in the Twentieth Century (London: Longman, 1971), p. 27. 
49 This review magazine was founded by critic Margery Fisher in May 1962. 
50 Billy Collins was more properly Sir William Roy Collins, but always known as ‘Billy’. Collins was the 
original publisher of the magazine which became Young Elizabethan. 
51 Kaye Webb, ‘June 27th. 11 a.m. meeting A.G.  K.W. and W Collins. (re Puffins)’, typed notes, 27 June 
[1961], SS, KW/07/01/03/05. 
52 Collins bought control of Armada, the children’s paperback imprint of Mayfair Books Ltd, in the mid-
1960s; sources are unclear. 
53 Lewis, Penguin Special, p. 265.  
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visibility within Penguin, demonstrating that the same tactics could benefit the children’s 
list as well as the adults’.  
Marketing was an area in which Webb was undoubtedly much stronger than Eleanor 
Graham and her skills became a significant factor in Puffin’s success. Although she took 
great pride in her increased sales and success at getting more books published, this was as 
much because it meant that more children would be able to read more books as it was a 
saleswoman’s pleasure in her achievements. She used sales figures strategically, for 
instance, to justify her department’s work in financial and business terms to Penguin 
management. Usually her decision to present her case was based on the desire to expand 
spending on some other aspect of her Puffin work. The other side of her work, publishing 
good books and encouraging reading, is something which she particularly emphasised in 
her role as Puffin Editor, whether speaking to booksellers or to other children’s book 
professionals. Webb’s ability to focus on the appropriate times for emphasising one 
aspect above another was one part of the business acumen which kept her and Puffin 
ahead of the competition and in fact the model for the competition for so long. 
Nevertheless this must not detract from the fact that she cared passionately about quality 
and standards and was not prepared to sacrifice them for business reasons. Looking back 
on her career in 1982 she explained:
I only took a bit more trouble to bring them to public attention, and I suppose I 
also had a flair for spotting new talent.  But I should be sorry if I were presented 
only as a publicist, because I really did care about the quality of the books I 
chose.54  
Webb arrived with high ideals. Feeling herself to be lacking in knowledge of 
children’s books, she unerringly went for advice to the precise sources of information 
who were then seen as the most reliable and eminent commentators. These included 
Naomi Lewis: poet, anthologist and critic of children’s books; Marjorie Fisher: critic and 
reviewer, founder of the review journal Growing Point; Roger Lancelyn Green: historian, 
author of children’s books and of studies of children’s writers; Elaine Moss: librarian, 
reviewer and broadcaster; John Rowe Townsend: author and critic, who wrote Written for 
                                                 
54 Kaye Webb to Gill Johnson, 14 May 1982, SS, KW/01/02/30/04. 
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Children, a history of children’s literature.55 These were the literary establishment as far 
as children’s books were concerned, and since Puffin aligned itself strongly with quality, 
that was a strategy which made sense. In fact, Webb’s background was not as lacking in 
children’s books knowledge as she was prone to make out: at Young Elizabethan she had 
presided over a magazine with an extremely literary content and although Noel 
Streatfeild was the chief reviewer, not only must Webb have read her reviews in order to 
edit them, but she later contributed her own. However, in deepening her knowledge of 
expert opinions on children’s books by working with and studying key figures she was 
able to establish herself, and therefore Puffin, as upholding a reputation for quality at a 
time when the world, not just the publishing world, was changing rapidly. This positioned 
Puffin strongly to embrace the new ‘golden age’ of writing. How far this enabled Puffin 
to widen access to books for all sections of a society which was about to become more 
socially and ethnically diverse than at any time before is addressed in Chapter 7. No 
matter how dominant Puffin were as paperback publishers, paperbacks themselves were 
still a relatively new concept in the children’s book world, still viewed with suspicion and 
still in need of promotional work. Had Penguin and Puffin not done the spadework in 
making them acceptable, other publishers would have been unlikely to have risked 
starting paperback imprints. 
The Competition for Paperbacks 
In 1961 there was very little competition for paperback licences of children’s books from 
other publishers, in part because of the very low status of paperbacks which was explored 
in Chapter One. The virtual monopoly which this gave Puffin worked decidedly in their 
favour since most hardback companies had little interest in undertaking paperback 
publishing themselves, seeing it as a high risk for low return. Any reluctance to allow 
Puffin to reprint their books was often more a result of concern about potential damage to 
a book’s reputation than concern for a particular loss of profit. However, as Puffin’s 
success grew, demonstrating the potential for sales of paperback children’s books, 
hardback publishers began to consider starting their own paperback lists and thus Puffin 
was potentially in competition with all other publishers which had a children’s book list 
                                                 
55 Kaye Webb, typescript beginning ‘I met Allen Lane for the first time at El Vino’s’, n.d., SS, 
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or published children’s books on their fiction list. Paperback publishing depended at the 
time on acquiring paperback rights from the original hardback publisher. Rights took the 
form of a licence to publish a book for a certain number of years, usually bought by 
paying an advance against future royalties. The customary amount for Puffin was 7½%. 
At the end of the licensed period – which was variable but in the industry as a whole was 
generally two to five years – the licence reverted to the hardback publisher.56 In order to 
continue to publish the book, a new licence had to be negotiated, usually on better terms 
for the original publisher than before, as by then the author and book were a known 
quantity. If in the meantime a hardback publisher had decided to start its own paperback 
list, the rights were almost certain to be taken back by the original publisher. This is what 
happened in the case of The Hobbit, for instance, as mentioned in Chapter 1.  
When Webb arrived at Penguin, the standard initial print-run would be ‘around 25,000 
[…] but the most attractive order was between 40/50,000 – at least 1/3rd if not 2/3rds 
went into 40,000 at the first printing’.57 This was not a reflection of the number expected 
to be sold at once. Some would remain in warehouses until further stocks were needed 
but it allowed for savings on the overall unit costs of a large print run. Print runs today 
are rarely as high as this and are geared very specifically to anticipated sales and initial 
orders. Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone had an initial print run of just 500 when 
J. K. Rowling was an unknown name; this contrasts with a print run of 12 million (in the 
U.S.) for the final book in the series, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows.58 The print 
runs of the more recent Harry Potter books are exceptional, even for best-sellers. More 
usual numbers would be 2-5,000 for a small run and over 5,000 for a book expected to 
receive a lot of attention.59 This flexibility relieves some of the pressure to publish only 
those books which can be more or less guaranteed to sell in high numbers, but has the 
disadvantage that there is a need to see a quick return on sales or else there is very little 
business justification for re-printing. If the stock was already printed and taking up 
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warehouse space, as it would be at Puffin during the 1960s, there was an incentive for the 
whole company to support the children’s department in continued promotion to new 
readers. Webb felt that flexible print runs gave her successors at Puffin an advantage, but 
at the cost of pressure to show sales:  
we didn’t have the printing advantages that they have now. They can just put lists 
in, just order ten thousand, or three thousand, and get it run off. If it’s going well 
[Puffin] can up the printing order […] I just feel so sorry for [Liz Attenborough]. 
She must have people saying all the time, “well how much have you sold this 
year”.60
What the licensing system meant in practice was that if the paperback rights were, or 
became, attractive, which is to say if the book and/or author were wanted, whether for 
kudos or potential profit, on a paperback list, there might be several publishers 
negotiating for the rights. This competition inevitably meant risking losing the chosen 
book or paying more for it. These issues lay at the heart of the paperback publishing 
industry, affecting adults books and children’s books alike, and business considerations 
affected artistic decisions, across all aspects of publishing, a situation which remains 
largely unchanged. The decision to publish a book is always a question of weighing up 
the potential for profit, suitability for the market, subsidiary benefits – including the 
likelihood of paperback rights being bought by other publishers – as well as practicalities 
such as marketability. As the competition grew, or its growth could be anticipated, so 
visibility and an effective marketing policy became more vital. Webb’s strategy for 
Puffin included increasing the number of books published and widening the potential 
readership as the following section will show. 
The long lead-in period in book publishing was a change from the short timescales 
found in magazine publishing with which Webb was already familiar. Webb explained 
the pressure she was currently feeling to her father: 
[I h]ave somehow to come up with a very concrete plan of campaign as quickly as 
possible because they produce so far ahead, and it isn’t easy to know just what 
and where and when to do books...you’ve got to read every one of them 
first…and with quite a different eye […] Anyway I’m loving the new job and 
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getting fearfully involved in it. Only hope I live up to their expectations.61  
Webb set about significantly increasing the numbers of books published. The number of 
Puffin Story Books published between 1941 – 1960 averaged just over seven per year. 
From 1961 to 1964 the number of titles rose steadily from thirteen to twenty-three books 
annually. By 1968 the figure had risen to 55, a four-fold increase on the 1961 total. (See 
Table 2 below.) Webb included some of the figures in a document giving the history of 
Puffin, suggesting that she considered them to be a source of pride.62
Year 
Number of books 
published 
Year 
Number of books 
published 
1961 13 1965 23 
1962 17 1966 34 
1963 21 1967 42 
1964 23 1968 55 
Table 2 Number of Puffin Story Books published in each year from 1961-1968 inclusive.
  
In addition to increasing the numbers of books published, Webb launched several new 
series within Puffin, each targeted at a different group of readers. Puffin Story Books 
already catered for eight to eleven-year olds. In 1961 came ‘Young Puffins’ for under 
eights, followed the year after by Peacock Books for teenage readers between fourteen 
and sixteen. Webb’s notes show that she initially had hopes for a further new series, 
Puffin Seniors, which would have bridged the age gap between Puffin Story Books and 
Peacock Books by targeting 11-13 or 14 year olds, but this plan never reached fruition.63
The Young Puffin list initially consisted of existing Puffin Story Books which were 
reprinted in a larger format. The first two books were Adventures of the Little Wooden 
Horse by Ursula Moray Williams (1938) and Magic in My Pocket by Alison Uttley 
(1957).64 Essentially, Webb was repackaging and rebranding an existing product which 
had proved popular but needed a new approach to maximise its potential. This is a 
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strategy which is central in today’s publishing market. Francesca Dow, current managing 
director of Puffin, has described each book as a potential brand which needs ‘refreshing’ 
for new generations.65 Webb was aware of gaps in Puffin’s output and proactive in filling 
these gaps, a tactic which benefitted readers and was good for business. Her instinct for 
the right kind of books to appeal to different groups of readers was vital in establishing 
these additional series. Later, books for the Young Puffin list were bought specifically for 
it, or commissioned where suitable ones were in short supply: ‘[l]atterly, Original [sic] 
have tended to appear in the Young Puffin series, since this is the area where there is the 
least good hardcover material.’66  
By founding Peacock books for teenagers Webb was taking Puffin into the newly 
emerging teenage market. The concept of teenagers as a group who could and should be 
catered for and who had a disposable income was only just beginning to be 
acknowledged.67 In his study of counter-culture in the 1960s Jonathon Green observes, 
‘[o]f all the strands that weave together to make “the Sixties”, the concept of an 
autonomous teenage is perhaps the most important’.68 For once Webb did not display the 
sure touch which marked her decisions for other areas of Puffin, and there was always a 
sense of unease about the best way of reaching teenage readers. She admitted that 
‘[w]here we failed was when we did the Peacocks’.69 This failure must have frustrated 
Webb, who prided herself on understanding Puffin readers and on her ability to use her 
editorial expertise to provide them with the right books. 
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Editor: Kaye Webb 
Figure 13 Left: the iconic Kaye Webb signature with which she signed many of the  
Editor’s Letters in Puffin Post. Right: Webb named as Editor inside Puffin Books. 
Webb took her job as Puffin editor extremely seriously and viewed it as a considerable 
responsibility. This responsibility was expressed in terms of her duty to the children 
reading the books. In this respect she was not alone amongst editors but because her 
archive contains notes and drafts of articles and speeches written at different times in her 
career it is possible to see her crystallising her views. Although not all of these 
documents date from the first years when she was in the Puffin job, Webb wrote with 
reference to her past decisions as though they were continuous and she reiterated many of 
the same points no matter when they were written, so that it is reasonable to assume that 
her standards and methods were relatively unchanging. Writing about the choices she 
made as an editor, Webb included things which she would not do: 
[b]uy books by the yard – turn down a long book and choose a shorter one 
because price will be better. This is a tremendous disadvantage now a price battle 
exists.70
This is an interesting disclaimer, since it reveals where she draws the line in the balance 
between making a profit and retaining her integrity; it also hints at the possibility that 
other publishers followed this practice or that she had been encouraged to – or accused of 
doing so.  
From the beginning, one of Penguin’s guiding principles was a uniform and affordable 
price for the books. Initially this was sixpence, chosen, according to the mythology 
surrounding the founding of Penguin Books, because it was the same as a packet of ten 
cigarettes in 1935 and thus within reach of most potential purchasers.71 In 1942, wartime 
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economics meant that the price rose to 9d. and later it became impossible to maintain a 
uniform price, but the philosophy that the price should be affordable to the masses meant 
that there was an imperative to keep costs low. Since paper was one of the main costs, 
one way to reduce costs would be to print shorter books, requiring less paper and this is 
what Webb is saying that she will not do. For children’s books, there is even greater 
tension over price. Illustrated books are more expensive to produce than books for adults, 
creating a business argument for increasing the price. However, Puffin books aimed to be 
pocket-money books, which meant keeping prices down even more vigorously than for 
adults. Lane was supportive of Puffin books and ‘fought battles for me at every price-
fixing meeting saying endlessly “Puffins must be kept down”’.72 He viewed them as a 
way of building a life-long and loyal readership, enabling him to take a ‘swings and 
roundabouts’ view of profit on an individual title. He accepted that some books – for 
instance children’s classics – would not make a profit for several years but could be 
steady sellers if kept on the back-list. ‘Very early on Eleanor Graham told me “If you can 
nurse a children’s book for 5 years, you can sell it for 20”, and in fact on the Puffin list 
we have 600 odd titles still in print out of the original 1000.’73 In other words, it was 
worth accepting slow sales initially, while continuing to publish and to market the books, 
for the long-term rewards of building up a following for a particular author or book 
amongst readers and achieving sales over a prolonged period. Of course this strategy was 
only possible when the books were able to maintain sufficient interest to buyers for a 
sustained length of time. Eventually Puffin, like Penguin, had to accept that the only way 
to afford longer books was to charge more for them:  
when we are buying complete long novels of 296 pp., for instance the Arthur 
Ransome’s, there was no way of sticking to this [uniform price], and I think 
probably children themselves, and parents, recognise that they should pay more 
for a fat book than a thin book.74
Webb’s priority was to identify books which would provide the right kind of reading 
experience to make them fit the Puffin list. In a book review for Young Elizabethan in 
1958 Webb explained how she had chosen which books to review from the ones she had 
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read. She had used ‘the Time Test’ to decide what to write about: ‘I read them all, one 
after the other […] and then I put them away, out of sight and mind. Now, a week later, I 
shall write about them in the order in which I remember them most vividly’.75 Later she 
gave a similar picture of her reading methods while at Puffin, saying: [m]y daughter 
remembers that I read 20 books a week, usually in bed’.76 By reading widely Webb was 
in a good position to make informed decisions about what books she wished to publish. 
The point of ‘the Time Test’ was to achieve a more intuitive aspect to this decision-
making process: a book had to stand out amongst many competing for attention for Webb 
to consider it for the Puffin list. Reading in bed brought her closer to the way a child 
reads, something Webb knew from observation:  
it’s not the way an adult reads – it’s not a business of lying back relaxed and 
being amused. It’s total participation. If you watch a child reading, they’re 
absolutely generating force – they’re doing it with their bodies, their minds, 
they’re doing it huddled into bed. They’re not with you – they’re in the book, in 
the story, or if you’re reading it to them which is much more important, they’re 
with you taking part in the story, generating force.77   
Her understanding of this absorption in, and living vicariously through, the books fuelled 
Webb’s determination to provide quality, which also stemmed in part from her awareness 
that the number of books read in childhood is limited. She speaks of ‘a reading child’ – 
that is to say an avid reader – reading the equivalent of between 400 and 600 books in 
their childhood.78 Webb’s assumption was that this number included some which would 
be read for relaxation and some which would become favourites which were read and re-
read. She estimated that this meant that the number of different books read might only be 
300 during the course of childhood and was determined that of these ‘at least 200 must do 
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in 1994-5 had read 2.52 books each in the month before the survey, compared with 2.39 in 1971. (Source: 
Building on Children's Reading Choices by Martin Coles and Christine Hall in Building a Literate Nation, 
National Literacy Trust, 1997).  
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something or other to make them grow’.79 Webb’s aim was to provide her Puffin readers 
with these 200 books, which she called ‘butter and eggs’ books. 80 In other words, they 
were wholesome and nourishing rather than ‘candy floss’ books, which were 
insubstantial and not for everyday consumption.81 This mirrored the attitude then existing 
towards education and quality reading: that all children had a basic right to be given a 
good-quality education, which included good reading materials, in order to grow up 
healthily and be in a position to be a good adult in the future and a contributor to society. 
In this respect Puffin bears comparison with the BBC and other institutions which prided 
themselves on public service. The importance of the present generation of children 
growing up to benefit society was a value stressed in the Newsom report, something 
which is discussed in greater detail in Chapter Four.  
Around 1960-61, Webb felt that public interest in children’s books began to increase:  
because it was about this time that writers like Joan Aiken and Leon Garfield 
started producing marvellous books, and there was money available to spend in 
schools and libraries. The new books would normally have been hardbacked and 
then libraried, but I bought them for paperback. Hardback publishers really didn’t 
believe in children’s paperbacks so we took the cream of everything because they 
thought that only Penguins knew about selling. So we had a terrific head start. 
Later on, paperback rights were much more difficult to acquire[.]82
One of Webb’s strengths was her instinct for the right type of books, something which 
was informed by her observations of how children chose for themselves. These 
observations spanned a lengthy period beginning with Young Elizabethan and included 
intimate experience with her own children as well as professional opportunities which 
broadened the demographic on which she based her conclusions. For instance on her 
arrival at Puffin Webb arranged:  
                                                 
79 Kaye Webb, ‘Australian Broadcasting Commission. Guest of Honour Kaye Webb’, SS, 
KW/07/01/04/03/12f.3.  
80 Linda Howe Beck, ‘Puffin Books “Made with Butter and Eggs”’, unidentified newspaper clipping in 
‘Press Cuttings for Puffins’ scrapbook, n.d., Kaye Webb Collection, SS, KW/16/06.  
81 See Peter Dickinson, ‘A Defence of Rubbish’, in Writers, Critics and Children, ed. by Geoff Fox and 
others (London: Heinemann Educational Books, 1976), pp. 73-76. Article first published in Children’s 
Literature in Education, November 1970. Dickinson argued that children should be allowed to read 
‘rubbish’ which he defined as ‘all forms of reading matter which contain to the adult eye no visible value, 
either aesthetic or educational’ (p. 74). He did not advocate harmful reading material, but maintained that 
insisting on all reading having the highest literary standards might be counterproductive for some readers. 
82 Kaye Webb, typescript beginning ‘I met Allen Lane for the first time at El Vino’s’, n.d., SS, 
KW/15/30f.2. 
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to whip round to the libraries to find out at what books children were choosing, to 
see how often they were borrowed by looking inside the covers, and what titles 
there were that I didn’t know about.83
Webb made her decisions on which books to publish with the help of observation and 
feedback: 
A child chooses a book in a number of different ways if left to itself. It chooses it 
because of the look of the cover, because of the opening pages. Many children say 
to me that they never read a book unless it has conversation in the first two or 
three pages. Some children choose it because they like the pictures.84
She also solicited, and acted on, feedback from the children who read Puffin books. 
This was one reason for continuing the tradition begun by Eleanor Graham of being 
named as editor inside the front cover of the books: it provided a specific person to 
contact. Webb was that person, and over time the construction of ‘Editor: Kaye Webb’ 
took on a life of its own. The drawback of acting directly on feedback was that, over 
time, this risked being self-perpetuating, since she would continue to provide what her 
existing readers said they wanted, risking alienating those outside the original Puffin 
circle. There were, however, benefits to this market research. Webb had seen for herself 
the inadequate and uninspiring displays of books in the shops on her trips with the sales 
reps; now she listened to parents and children talking as they looked for books to buy. 
She visited schools and libraries as well as sending books to readers to gather their 
opinion. As a result, Webb had observations, solicited and unsolicited, of real readers and 
purchasers. Thus she could ensure that Puffin had the necessary information to justify 
particular publishing and marketing decisions.  
Over time, by continuing to keep in touch with her readers, Webb developed a clear 
sense of how children’s reading changes as they mature. Helped by her network of 
professional contacts and by her reading of critical works on children’s literature – 
something which can be deduced partly by the critical volumes on the shelves of her 
personal library, which is held at Seven Stories, the Centre for Children's Books, and 
partly by the very similar list of books which she buried in the Puffin Time Capsule in 
                                                 
83 Kaye Webb, typescript beginning ‘I met Allen Lane for the first time at El Vino’s’, n.d., SS, 
KW/15/30f.1. 
84 Kaye Webb, ‘Australian Broadcasting Commission. Guest of Honour Kaye Webb’, typescript of talk 
broadcast on 11 July 1971, SS, KW/07/01/04/03/12f.3. 
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1978 – she became an expert in the reading development of children.85 The books buried 
were: Robert Leeson: Children’s Books and Class Society: Past and Present; Growing 
Point Vol 17 No 2 July 1978 ed. by Margery Fisher; Intent Upon Reading by Margery 
Fisher; Written for Children by John Rowe Townsend; Children’s Books of the Year
1977 by Elaine Moss and The Thorny Paradise by Edward Blishen.86 She was able to use 
her expertise alongside her instinctive reading of a wide range of books to make informed 
choices for the Puffin list. Webb believed that ‘very young children really want rather 
boring stories’ about everyday activities; ‘stories which enhance their own sense of 
security’ and provide reassurance. By five she felt that children wanted humour and 
unthreatening fantasy in order to introduce them to ‘the real realms of fantasy and the 
imagination’ as they mature. The next stage, lasting until around the age of eight or nine, 
saw children showing an interest in family stories, wanting:  
the security of a father and a mother and a family background and other children, 
and within this limit, they want to go off and have adventures but know that 
they’re coming home.87
By the 1960s the two-parent family was not the only family model and of course was 
not the pattern for Webb’s own family life either. For much of her childhood her parents 
lived in separate countries and even continents, although they never divorced. Her own 
third divorce left her a single parent. Although divorce was not yet as common as it 
would be by the end of the decade, it was gradually becoming part of the changing 
pattern of society.88 The quote above refers to fictional portrayals of an idealised and 
                                                 
85 The Puffin Time Capsule was buried in the grounds of Penguin Books in Harmondsworth on 5 August 
1979 to ‘give a picture of children’s literature in this century’ to the children of 2078. It has since been 
moved to Seven Stories, the Centre for Children's Books and re-buried, since Penguin is no longer based at 
Harmondsworth. See ‘A Matter of Life and Death’, press release, [1978], SS, KW/07/09/04/01. 
86 Robert Leeson, Children’s Books and Class Society: Past and Present (London: Writers and Readers 
Publishing Cooperative, 1977); Margery Fisher ed., Growing Point, 17: 2 (1978); Margery Fisher, Intent 
Upon Reading, rev. edn 1964 (Leicester: Brockhampton Press, 1964); John Rowe Townsend, Written for 
Children rev. edn (Harmondsworth: Pelican Books, 1974); Elaine Moss, Children’s Books of the Year 1977
(London: Hamish Hamilton, 1978); Edward Blishen, The Thorny Paradise (Harmondsworth: Kestrel 
Books, 1975). 
87 Kaye Webb, ‘Australian Broadcasting Commission. Guest of Honour Kaye Webb’, typescript of talk 
broadcast on 11 July 1971, SS, KW/07/01/04/03/12f.3. 
88 Divorce became easier and more socially acceptable at the end of the 1960s when the Divorce Reform 
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Causes Act 1973 making it possible for the first time to petition for divorce on the couple’s separation. The 
divorce rate rose seven-fold between 1961 and 1993. See Jenny Reynolds and Penny Mansfield, ‘The 
Effect of Changing Attitudes to Marriage on its Stability’ available at 
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reassuring world. It is tempting to speculate that Webb’s conviction about the need of 
young children for a secure home environment was something which she recognized 
from her own childhood. Nevertheless, the desire for a stable family life is well 
recognized by professional child development experts, so if Webb’s belief was based in 
empathy, it was backed up by expert opinion and she catered for it on her list.89 Although 
few of the books published in 1963 are purely family fiction, many are set against a 
background of a warm and stable family, or surrogate family. Examples include Noel 
Streatfeild’s White Boots (1951), William Mayne’s A Parcel of Trees (1963) and Michael 
Bond’s More About Paddington (1959).90  
After the family fiction stage, Webb noted that children became more adventurous and 
appreciated stories which dispensed with the adults, leaving the children to fend for 
themselves. This lasts until around ten or eleven. Beyond eleven Webb found that 
children tended to need heroes who are older than they are ‘because they’re speeding up 
with life and they’re trying to catch up.’ The soundness of her observations and beliefs 
can be appreciated through a comparison with work done later by J. A. Appleyard in 
Becoming A Reader. 91 Appleyard’s study takes a transactional approach to reading, 
focusing on how the reader changes as they progress through different stages of reading 
maturity which he equates for convenience to different ages. His work is based on 
observation. Appleyard identified five roles which readers adopt as they mature from 
infancy to adulthood, the first three of which are relevant to the ages of Puffin readers:  
1. ‘The Reader as Player’. Until approximately the age of six, Appleyard observes 
that children are developing a sense of the world around them in order to 
establish the boundaries between reality and fiction. This has a resonance with 
                                                                                                                                                 
<http://www.oneplusone.org.uk/Publications/ReviewPapers/3%20-
%20Effect%20of%20changing%20attitudes%20to%20marriage.pdf> [accessed 20/06/11]. 
89 The Joseph Rowntree Foundation has produced a summary of more than 200 research reports into the 
effect of divorce on children, based on the findings of a study: Bryan Rodgers and Jan Pryor, Divorce and 
Separation: The Outcomes for Children ([no place of publication]: Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1998). 
<http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/spr6108.pdf> [accessed 15 July 2011]. This details the adverse effects 
which divorce can have on children. 
90 Noel Streatfeild, White Boots (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1963) [1951]; William Mayne, A Parcel of Trees
(Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1963); Michael Bond, More About Paddington (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1963) 
[1959]. 
91 J. A. Appleyard, Becoming a Reader: The Experience of Fiction from Childhood to Adulthood
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). 
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Webb’s belief that children read for reassurance and to make sense of ordinary, 
everyday life. Webb wrote that children ‘want to be reassured because life is so 
astonishing to them’.92 Webb then identifies in readers a need to move on to 
gentle fantasy, perhaps with humour, such as talking animals, in order to 
‘acquaint them with the idea of creatures that exist, which aren’t absolutely 
normal, so that they’re not going to be astonished later on when they enter the 
real realms of fantasy and the imaginations.’93 Again, this is a very similar view 
to that of Appleyard who talks of ‘the young child’s intermittent grasp of the 
boundary between fantasy and actuality – exciting, but confusing and often 
scary’.94  
2. ‘The Reader as Hero and Heroine’. This stage takes readers from about six up 
to the age of eleven or twelve, when their pre-occupation is often with identity 
and when ‘a main reward of reading fictional stories at this age is to satisfy the 
need to imagine oneself as the central figure who by competence and initiative 
can solve the problems of a disordered world’.95 Appleyard’s view that 
‘virtually all of the fiction read at this age is what can loosely be called 
adventure’ is akin to Webb’s statement that readers want characters who ‘go off 
and have adventures but know they’re coming home’.96 Webb places these 
adventures within the context of family stories initially and then at eight or nine 
finds that readers are ready for the parents to be absent, leaving the children to 
cope alone ‘because this is the age at which they’re beginning to wonder if they 
didn’t have all their love and government taken of them, how they’d manage. 
They’re beginning to wonder, in fact, about being adults’.97  
3. ‘The Reader as Thinker’. The reader is now an adolescent, who according to 
Appleyard wants to read books in which they will find ‘insights into the 
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93 Ibid. 
94 Appleyard, Becoming a Reader, p. 16. 
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97 Kaye Webb, ‘Australian Broadcasting Commission’, SS, KW/07/01/04/03/12f.2. 
123
meaning of life, values and beliefs […] and authentic role models for imitation.
The truth of these ideas and ways of living is a severe criterion for judging 
them’.98 Webb too believes that fiction is a way of learning the truth about the 
world. Speaking of the value of fantasy as a way of engaging with the real 
world, she says: ‘[a]nd that I believe really is what children ought to be told – 
that the world is frightening, beautiful, fantastic, and that they can journey as 
far or fast as they want to in their imagination’.99
In a series of notes entitled ‘How I Choose’ which Webb made in preparation for a 
speech on her work, quality, so central to Penguin and Puffin, was top of the list.100 To 
ensure that Puffin exemplified literary quality, she read every book three times. Other 
attributes for which she was looking were: ‘truthfulness, fastidiousness, awareness of 
child’s commitments.’ Webb stipulated that there should be: 
[n]o slick tricks – magic switched on to get out of situation 
Issues about behaviour – goodies and baddies without reason 
Adventures without logic.101
For a book to be suitable for the Puffin list it had to have an integral honesty. Fantasy 
could not be reliant on magic simply as a device for getting out of an awkward spot; both 
adventure and fantasy needed an internal logic. Characters should display a degree of 
psychological realism, with some light and shade in their characterisation, rather than be 
‘goodies and baddies’ without a reason. These are all literary and artistic reasons which 
justify publication as a Puffin and are based on an anticipation that the resulting books 
will be enjoyable as well as good for the reader. Webb’s awareness of the opposite side 
of the coin – the commercial nature of a publisher’s decision-making – is evident in her 
other two points which mean considering a book’s reception by the two very different 
audiences of the reader and the bookseller: 
Back an author because children like one book and go on to read another. 
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Awareness of the media – some titles booksellers associate with instant success, 
make them feel we are on the ball.102  
Webb’s practical understanding, through observation, of the bookselling and book-
buying process meant that she had an awareness of both elements of the commercial 
transaction of publishing. If children enjoyed one book by an author, they would be likely 
to look for another by the same author, thus it was sensible to find an appropriate author 
and nurture them – which for Webb frequently meant bringing them into the Puffin 
community and involving them in Puffin activities. For booksellers, positive reception 
was based less specifically on a reader’s enjoyment than on a reader buying the book 
from their own outlet. They needed to stock books which they were confident would be 
profitable. Waiting for a gradual growth of interest in a particular author was more 
difficult to justify in commercial terms than it was in terms of building a loyal readership 
for an imprint, so if Puffin could provide some more immediate commercial success then 
sellers would be reassured of Puffin’s reliability in generating business. A film or 
television tie-in, or existing media interest in a book or author, would provide this 
reassurance by coupling the Puffin brand with the concept of sales and profit.  
Puffin Books as a Series 
One obvious way to satisfy both parties was to provide a series, something which has 
benefits to booksellers and to readers. Webb was aware that: ‘children, who are a little 
hesitant and like to play safe, would much rather pick up a book about a family or 
character they already know’.103 Victor Watson concurs in his study of series fiction, 
noting that ‘[f]inding characters in one novel whom we have already encountered in 
another seems a trivial phenomenon, but its comforting appeal to our readerly desires is 
considerable’.104 For the reader there is the familiarity factor which encourages reading 
more books; for the bookseller, a series can prove to be a reliable source of sales. The 
benefits of a series then are similar to the attractions of a brand, both of which have 
benefits for the publisher. Sir Allen Lane recognised this early on in Penguin’s existence. 
Lewis states that Lane ‘was anxious to promote Penguin as a brand, to sell the imprint as 
well as individual books […] he wanted people to collect Penguins, so that each book 
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helped to sell its companions’.105 Graham had also subscribed to this philosophy. Now 
Webb, who set up more rapid expansion, was able to build on this. Webb wrote: 
I decided to establish the idea of Puffins as a series which could be trusted, rather 
than promote particular books. And to get teachers, parents and children to 
believe that if it was in Puffin it had, so to speak, been vetted and was therefore 
suitable for a child to buy without an adult having to read it first.106    
Can an imprint be a series? Clearly Penguin and Puffin are brands, with a logo and a 
corporate identity that differentiate them from competitors. They fit well with Naomi 
Klein’s observation that ‘[c]ompetitive branding became a necessity of the machine age – 
within a context of manufactured sameness, image-based difference had to be 
manufactured along with the product.’107 Some other characteristic is necessary to 
consider Puffin books as a series. Watson defines a series as ‘a sequence of related stories 
about the same groups of characters, usually by the same author’.108 This is not a 
definition which can be used for Puffin, although there are series within Puffin. Watson 
also talks of more recent series – ‘books with an identical format’ – which is more 
pertinent to thinking of Puffin as a series.109 Watson says that series reading ‘is always 
conscious and always deliberate. You cannot read a series of twelve novels by chance.’ 110
Conversely it is perfectly likely that you could read twelve novels from the same 
publisher ‘by chance’. The question here is can, and would, a child read twelve novels 
from the same publisher deliberately? There is evidence that you can, and that Puffin 
readers did deliberately seek out Puffins: 
I was an avid collector of Puffin books and even at that age (about 8) I thought 
they had such a strong brand image that I refused to accept any other paperbacks! 
In fact, I still have over a hundred Puffins so as you can see I am one of your 
greatest fans. 
[…] 
P.S. I am a children’s book designer and I’m sure your books have something to 
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do with it!111
This strong sense of identity with an imprint is something which is now largely eroded. 
But Penguin, from its inception, had deliberately fostered, and had achieved, a strong 
sense of brand identity. During the 1960s and 1970s, the concept of a Puffin author 
became more than just an author with a book published by Puffin, it signified a particular 
style and quality of author. As a result, Webb’s visions of Puffin as a series was grounded 
in providing a particular version of quality reading which readers would wish to replicate.
Conclusion 
In 1960, Puffin Books was a highly regarded but small imprint. The lack of marketing 
drive and consequent low visibility of the Puffin brand within Penguin and by the public 
was becoming apparent and arguably only Kaye Webb’s strategic interventions at this 
point preserved Puffin’s place in the market. Webb coupled experience and contacts, with 
energy, determination and belief in Puffin’s values and product; these qualities helped her 
take Puffin, and with it British children’s literature, into a new phase. Webb’s first battle 
was to fight for more serious recognition of Puffin within the Penguin family, something 
which meant establishing herself in her colleagues’ eyes as a professional publisher with 
a career rather than as a part-time children’s book editor. This enabled her to build on the 
established, but under-appreciated, quality of the Puffin list by ensuring that standards 
were maintained and increased, and that better marketing strategies led to reaching more 
readers. She achieved these goals by working out where there were weaknesses – 
specifically indifferent covers and lack of marketing drive – and setting in place 
strategies for making the necessary changes to remedy this.  
A good starting-point for an investigation of the success of Webb’s innovations is to 
look at one year’s output and see what can be deduced through its professional reception. 
Since the Puffin ideal was quality, this can be used as a measure of success. The next 
chapter takes 1963 as a sample year for an examination of the fruits of the Webb-Puffin 
alliance. This is an appropriate year for such an investigation since by this stage any 
decisions initiated by Graham before her retirement would have worked their way 
through the publishing system. 
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Chapter 4 
Puffin Quality: Puffinness 
Under Kaye Webb, Puffin books’ association with quality was consolidated and firmly 
associated with her, an association embodied in her name at the front of each book. This 
association had a long-term, positive effect on the perception of paperback books, and 
latterly paperbacks have become the norm for children’s book publishers. In the 1970s, 
when children’s book sales declined in the U.K., the export market for paperback books 
increased, in contrast to the market for hardback books.1 Clark and Phillips note that in 
the mid-1980s ‘[p]aperback sales grew enormously and in volume terms came to 
dominate the market’.2 It is clear that once established in the market, children’s 
paperback books became economically significant, just as paperbacks for adults had 
done. The acceptance of paperbacks is bound up with Kaye Webb and Puffin’s work to 
establish their credibility among the self-selecting community of Puffin readers and, in a 
circular movement, their approval was based on confidence in the quality of the writing 
and storytelling in Puffin books. The trusted nature of Puffins can be described as the 
quality of ‘Puffinness’, and one of the aims of this thesis is to establish the characteristics 
that combined to make ‘Puffinness’. One reason why Kaye Webb has become an iconic 
Puffin (and children’s and British) editor is that from the beginning she had a clear vision 
of what ‘Puffinness’ is, and she worked hard to establish, disseminate and maintain it.  
1963 was the first year in which Puffin’s output was entirely controlled by Kaye Webb 
and it was also the year that saw both the launch of an annual publication listing The Best 
Children’s Books of 1963 which provides a contemporary professional judgement of 
what was considered to be the best of any given year. This allows a discussion of the 
Puffin output within the wider context of other publishers’ lists. and with the publication 
in the same year of the influential Newsom Report. Publishers were also alert to the 
implications of the influential Newsom report; together Best Books and Newsom 
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represent two important shaping forces of the time and offer contemporaneous lenses 
through which to view the way Webb positioned Puffin at the start of her time with the 
company.  
‘The Civilising Experience of Contact with Great Literature’ 
- John Newsom, The Newsom Report (1963): Half our future (London: HMSO, 1963). 
Webb’s ideals of quality for Puffin, so akin to those of the entire Penguin company since 
its inception, were firmly embedded in the ideals for children prevalent in society in 
general at that time. These are very much the qualities reflected in Webb’s approach to 
choosing Puffin books: that ‘nothing but the best is good enough when publishing for 
children’ and that everyone can benefit from access to quality, since the universal nature 
of experiences has the potential to speak to everyone.3
The collective memory of World War II was still strong in those who had lived 
through it, and international events such as the 1956 Suez-Sinai war and the Cuban 
Missile Crisis of 1962 kept alive the public awareness of continuing evil, danger and 
nuclear threat. Continuing privations, even after the end of the war, meant that, for most 
Britons, a sense of affluence and plenty was slow to be felt, but by the early 1960s this 
was changing.4 Having begun the huge task of rebuilding the country, both literally and 
figuratively, it was finally possible to address less basic structural considerations, 
including culture. The generation which had grown up during the war felt strongly that 
the world had been saved from Hitler. This attitude encouraged a sense of optimism 
among young adults who were now bringing up their own children in a similar spirit. 
It is all too easy to think of the 1960s as a homogenous decade in which the entire 
population of Britain was becoming increasingly prosperous and adventurous, trying new 
cultural experiences and reaping the benefits of a more affluent society. In reality, as 
Jonathon Green and other social historians are at pains to explain, this view of the 1960s 
                                                 
3 Margaret Clark writes of this being Eleanor Graham’s mantra and it was taken up by Webb. See Margaret 
Clark, ‘Eleanor Graham’, Signal (1972), 91-96 (91). 
4 Rationing continued after the end of the war: clothes rationing ended in 1949 and meat rationing – meat 
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is now considered to be too simplistic.5 For most ordinary people, particularly in the 
earlier years of the decade, the 1960s was very much a continuation of the 1950s: a slow 
rise out of post-war hardship rather than a hedonistic period of countercultural 
happenings. Many of the changes which were genuinely to alter the lives of ordinary 
people did not take place until late in the decade; for instance, with the passing of some 
of the more liberal legislation of 1967.6 This does not mean that change was not taking 
place before this point. The Newsom Report, Half Our Future7 on ‘the education of 
pupils aged 13 to 16 of average and less than average ability’, chaired by John Newsom 
helped set the agenda. The report was concerned with those school pupils – estimated at 
half the school population, hence the report’s title – who were inadequately catered for 
educationally, and underperforming as a result. It endorsed, and pressed for, the raising of 
the school leaving age from 15 to 16.8 The findings of the report emphasised that better 
schooling would benefit not only the pupils themselves but society as a whole, 
underlining a prevailing willingness to invest in children that was central to the expansion 
and quality of children’s literature for nearly two decades. The report addresses all areas 
of education, but the section on teaching literacy and literature makes it clear that the 
authors believed that these subjects have a significance beyond the school curriculum: 
‘[a]ll pupils, including those of very limited attainments, need the civilising experience of 
contact with great literature, and can respond to its universality’. It also acknowledged 
the necessity of employing skilled teachers to interpret the literature for the best results. 
The report continues,  
[s]ympathetically presented, literature can stretch the minds and imaginations of 
the pupils, and help to illumine for them, in wider human terms, their own 
problems of living. In so difficult a task the teacher will need a greatly extended 
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range of books from which to choose[…].9  
The enduring influence of the Newsom Report can be seen in the fact that more than a 
decade later Webb, in an article for School Bookshop News, expressed a strikingly similar 
view: ‘[t]he requirements behind any piece of children’s literature are really so basic: it 
should enlarge their experience of life, stretch their imaginations and tell them the truth, 
as far as it can be told in that particular story’.10
Although it was several years before all of the recommendations of the Newsom 
Report were put in place, it is clear that by 1963 there was a body of informed and 
influential opinion amongst not only children’s literature professionals, but also educators 
and politicians, who believed strongly in the positive power of literature for readers of 
every age and ability. The ‘civilising’ properties of literature were celebrated, and its 
‘universal’ relevance accepted. In support of this, there was an expression of the need for 
easy access to good books in schools and libraries. All of these arguments promoted a 
climate in which good books were valued, and resulted in an increase in the market for 
books and in funding for public areas of the market such as schools and libraries. 
Additionally they show that Webb’s vision for Puffin was very much in tune with the 
prevailing zeitgeist in the belief that the provision of good-quality reading material was 
something which all children had a right to, and a need for. The next stage was to 
continue her campaign to rehabilitate the image of paperback books and to encourage the 
schools and libraries to take Puffins. By being able to offer books of a high literary 
standard at an affordable price she was increasing access to books and increasing the 
market for Puffins. The synchronicity of Puffin standards, the coincidence of Webb’s 
ideology with prevailing literary and educational opinions, and the increasing 
professional attention being paid to children’s literature put Puffin in a good position to 
be able to prove its high standards through critical reception. The first year when Webb’s 
responsibility for Puffin’s position can be clearly identified is 1963. 
                                                 
9 Newsom, The Newsom Report, (para. 473). 
10 Kaye Webb, ‘On Being a Children’s Book Editor’, final version of typescript of article for School 
Bookshop News, n.d., SS, KW/11/03/35.f.1. 
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The Best Books 
The Best Books of lists were compiled by Naomi Lewis (1911-2009), a highly regarded 
reviewer and critic who had a reputation for ‘[h]er commitment […] in her hundreds of 
book reviews to lucidity and to the opening up of new vistas for young readers’.11 Her 
annual compilations were recommended as a source of information in School Librarian, 
and evidence that her opinions were taken into account and respected by Webb comes 
from the presence of several volumes of the books on her working library shelves, 
referred to in Chapter 3.12 For Lewis, the purpose of producing a list of the best children’s 
books of the year was ‘to be not a roll of honour […] but a useful compendium, 
indicating, sorting and describing what seemed the best of one year’s publishing for 
children, in [the U.K.]’.13 Such a compilation was now necessary because as the number 
of children’s books published each year rose, it became ‘all the more necessary [to have] 
a critical selection of the best children’s books to serve as a guide for librarians, teachers 
and parents in buying and recommending good reading for the young’.14 Lewis’s view of 
the usefulness of these lists was endorsed by Margaret Meek, a widely respected literacy 
expert and reviewer, for School Librarian: ‘the aim is to make sure no good book slips 
through our fingers and the list is designed to include those that will last’.15  
The fact that the choice was made by a professional who evaluated all, or almost all, 
the children’s books to have been published in each year, means that the selection is 
representative and relatively consistent from year to year, although of course subject to 
personal bias. Because the opinions are contemporary with the publication of the books 
reviewed, the evidence of reception which they provide is highly relevant and indicative 
of informed opinion during this period. It also provides information on books which were 
well regarded at the time but have since gone out of print and/or are largely forgotten, 
                                                 
11 Anonymous, ‘Naomi Lewis: poet and woman of letters’, The Times, 10 July 2009 
<http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/obituaries/article6676322.ece?print=yes&randnum=12477564
11725> [accessed 16/07/09]. 
12 See for instance: Margaret Meek, ‘Lewis, Naomi (Compiler). The Best Children’s Books of 1967’, 
School Librarian 17 (1969), 156; Webb’s working library is mentioned in Lucy Pearson, ‘The Making of 
Modern Children’s Literature: Quality and Ideology in British Children’s Literature of the 1960s and 
1970s’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Newcastle upon Tyne, 2010), p. 122. 
13 Naomi Lewis, The Best Children’s Books of 1963 (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1964), p. 7. 
14 Lewis, Best Books of 1963, inside front flap of jacket. 
15 Margaret Meek, ‘Lewis, Naomi (Compiler). The Best Children’s Books of 1967’, School Librarian 17 
(1969), 156. 
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something which can be useful in gaining an overall picture of the literature of a 
particular year. One of the limitations of using Lewis’s surveys to provide the context for 
individual years of Puffin’s output is that the hardback books singled out for inclusion in 
the book will not appear in paperback editions until several years later, at which point 
they may well appear on the Puffin list. All that the ‘best of’ 1963 choices can do is show 
what paperback books of acknowledged quality were available to readers that year.  
As an additional check on reception at the time, I have used reviews from School 
Librarian where available, to confirm or refute the opinion of the ‘best of’ books. This 
journal, founded in 1937 and still published today, was a particularly influential one 
during the 1960s and early 1970s because school librarians were a skilled and valued 
resource with significant budgets to spend on stocking their libraries.16 The School 
Library Association (SLA) was actively involved in the administration of professional 
exams and in 1966 had a total membership of 5,395.17 The review section was large and 
overseen by Margaret Meek. Reviews were concise but, as a few examples show, 
unafraid to be critical. Treasure of Ebba (1968) by Kathleen Fidler is summed up, after 
some even-handed but largely negative comments, as ‘a careful and in its way an honest 
book, but it is not great literature’.18 In an earlier volume, Astrid Lindgren’s Happy Days 
at Bullerby (translated into English in 1965) is called ‘[h]armless entertainment’, on the 
grounds that: 
there is certainly nothing in it to disturb even the most-coddled suburban child. 
But not surprisingly, there is nothing in it to excite the liveliest intelligence or 
arouse the insensitive from their slumbers. A sensitive teacher or parent reading 
aloud these stories might find them down-right embarrassing […].19
Since school libraries were well-funded during the 1960s and had budgets to buy 
newly published books, a favourable review in School Librarian carried real influence 
and was used by teachers and school librarians to guide them in their buying choices. 
Thus, while the two sources might be incomplete and have biases, together they were 
                                                 
16 Information about the School Library Association can be found at: School Library Association, ‘About 
Us’, School Library Association <http://www.sla.org.uk/about-us.php> [accessed 17/07/2010]. See 
Pearson, ‘The Making of Modern Children’s Literature’, pp. 25-97. This chapter discusses the critical 
background to the 1960s and 1970s and demonstrates the significant contribution made by librarians.  
17 See for example ‘Editorial’, School Librarian 15 (1967), 9, 10. 
18 E. N. Bewick, ‘Fidler, Kathleen. Treasure of Ebba’, School Librarian 17 (1969), 194. 
19 Colin Field, ‘Lindgren, Astrid. Happy Days at Bullerby’, School Librarian 13 (1965), 244. 
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undoubtedly influential on the buying patterns and therefore on the literature which 
became valued and read.  
A Snapshot of 1963 
By the early 1960s the post-war resurgence of quality and inventiveness in children’s 
literature was under way, and some of the most important books of this second golden 
age had been published: books such as Philippa Pearce’s Tom’s Midnight Garden (1958) 
and Lucy Boston’s The Children of Green Knowe (1954).20 As these suggest, two genres 
in particular were emerging as an important part of the new wave of writing: fantasy and 
historical fiction. The contribution of Puffin to the re-establishment of historical fiction is 
provided in Chapter 6.  
In 1963, Puffin published 21 story books. This was a significant increase on the 13 
books produced in 1961 and was maintained and just surpassed in 1964 with 23 new 
Puffins.21 The 1963 batch of Puffin and Peacock books as a whole were singled out by 
Lewis: 
Puffin and Peacock paperbacks for 1963 deserve, I think, a special note of 
praise, both for production and illustration (though the paper itself is never 
a strong point) and for the enterprising, imaginative choice of book. Nor 
are they all reprints, though these are often of very recent successes. 
Several are “Originals” – that is, their first appearance here is in this 
paperback form.22  
The fact that reprints are often of ‘very recent successes’ is evidence that Webb was 
acting swiftly to get books into paperback from hardback, speeding up what had 
previously been a slow process. This ensured that new trends in subject or style were 
incorporated into Puffin quickly, and that Puffin readers, with their assumed intellectual 
and critical curiosity, would feel that their reading was current. Lewis emphasises 
precisely the qualities for which Webb’s Puffin list was known: her ‘enterprising, 
imaginative choice of book’ and strong production values. Paperbacks are reviewed in a 
dedicated section of the volume – although some come into the subject sections as well – 
                                                 
20 Philippa Pearce, Tom’s Midnight Garden (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1976) [1958]; Lucy M. Boston, The 
Children of Green Knowe (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1975) [1954]. 
21 See table 2 in the previous chapter for annual figures. 
22 Lewis, Best Books of 1963, p. 65. In other words the turnaround from hardback to paperback is relatively 
quick. 
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and Puffin dominates here. In total 31 of the 41 paperbacks selected by Lewis are Puffins 
or Peacocks.23 Such domination shows that Webb was demonstrably achieving her aims, 
although it should be borne in mind that the number of paperback imprints at this stage 
was much smaller than it would become over the next few years. In 1963 four paperback 
publishers other than Puffin or Peacock are represented: Murray, Faber, Everyman 
paperback and World’s Work. As an example of the price difference between Puffin and 
other paperback books, the most expensive Puffin costs 4s. 6d., while the most expensive 
of the other publishers’ costs 8s. 8d. Clearly Puffin books are much more affordable even 
than other paperback books, a strong point in their favour even before other benefits are 
taken into account.   
The table below (Table 3) shows all Puffin Story Books published in 1963, indicating 
genre, whether or not they appeared in The Best Children’s Books of 1963 and any prizes 
which they are known to have won.24 Of the 21 Puffin Story Books published in 1963, 
fifteen are selected for the Best Children’s Book list and six do not feature that year. The 
fact that one of the ones not selected is C. S. Lewis’s The Magician’s Nephew highlights 
the danger of taking inclusion on the Best Books list as an absolute measure of quality. 
Sometimes a book is chosen as a paperback and not a hardback, or vice versa. Sometimes 
a book from a series is included in one section and not another according to where the 
most current hardback publication is classified. Nevertheless, as a broad indication of 
quality, these annual lists are very useful. Similarly, the award of prizes is only one 
measure of response at the time the award was made but prizes are nevertheless of 
significance for assessing contemporary reception. Ruth Allen’s study of children’s book 
prizes outlines the vagaries of using prizes as a measure of quality: ‘[t]he book must be 
judged against its contemporaries, bearing in mind the publishing situation at the time’ 
and points out that this can lead to anomalies such as an author winning a prize for a 
                                                 
23 This number is larger than the total of 21 Puffin books published during 1963. This is accounted for by 
the inclusion of Peacock books. 
24 Categorising books by genre can quickly become a contested debate. To try and simplify matters, books 
are put into as few broad genres as possible, taking guidance from Webb or Lewis’s own categorisation 
where known. As a source for prizes I have used Ruth Allen, Children’s Book Prizes: An Evaluation and 
History of Major Awards for Children’s Books in the English-speaking world (Aldershot: Ashgate 
Publishing, 1998). This covers 39 awards. 
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work which is not their best.25 However, this potential disadvantage is a strength for the 
purposes of this study, since it is precisely the comparison with its contemporaries which 
reveals how Puffin was received on publication.   
Puffin 
Story 
Number 
Title of Book Author(s) Featured in The 
Best Children’s 
Books 1963/Prize-
winner
Genre 
PS154 The Log of the Ark Kenneth Walker 
and Geoffrey 
Boumphrey 
Yes Fantasy 
PS172 Children on the 
Oregon Trail 
A. Rutgers van 
der Loeff 
Yes Historical 
PS183 The Cricket in 
Times Square 
George Selden Yes Fantasy 
PS185 Charlotte's Web E. B. White Yes Fantasy 
PS186 Songberd's Grove Anne Barrett Yes Realism 
PS187 The Midnight Folk John Masefield Yes Fantasy 
PS188 White Boots Noel Streatfeild No Realism  
PS190 Antelope Singer Ruth Underhill Yes Historical  
PS191 The Little White 
Horse 
Elizabeth 
Goudge 
Yes; Carnegie 
Medal, 1946 
Fantasy 
PS192 The Magician's 
Nephew 
C.S.Lewis  No Fantasy 
PS193 The Weirdstone of 
Brisingamen 
Alan Garner Yes Fantasy 
PS194 Little House in the 
Big Woods 
Laura Ingalls 
Wilder 
Yes Historical 
PS195 A Parcel of Trees William Mayne Yes Realism 
PS196 Stig of the Dump Clive King Yes Fantasy 
PS197 The Spanish Cave Geoffrey 
Household 
Yes Adventure 
PS198 Mulbridge Manor James Reeves  No Adventure 
PS199 More About 
Paddington 
Michael Bond  No Young 
Puffin 
PS200 The Puffin Book of 
Nursery Rhymes 
Iona and Peter 
Opie 
Yes Young 
Puffin 
PS201 Further Adventures 
of the Family from 
One End Street 
Eve Garnett  No  Realism   
                                                 
25 Allen, Children’s Book Prizes p. 249. 
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Puffin 
Story 
Number 
Title of Book Author(s) Featured in The 
Best Children’s 
Books 1963/Prize-
winner
Genre 
PS202 The Warden's Niece Gillian Avery Yes  Historical 
PS203 Rom-Bom-Bom and 
Other Stories 
Antonia Ridge  No Young 
Puffin 
Table 3 Puffin Story Books published during 1963 with evidence of contemporary critical reception. 
Although some of the books in this table enjoyed greater longevity than others, when 
taken as a whole the list is very strong, both from a contemporary point of view – that is 
to say, in 1963 – and looked at today, with the benefit of hindsight. It is difficult to single 
out just one or two titles as they all merit discussion of their place in the list. Taking some 
of the most obviously highly regarded and popular books first, The Magician’s Nephew 
(1955) by C. S. Lewis stands out.26 Puffin was the first to publish the ‘Chronicles of 
Narnia’ in paperback, beginning with The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (1950) in 
1959.27 The remaining six in the sequence were published under Webb between 1962 and 
1965. Although the rights later reverted to Collins, the publication of the Narnia books 
was an achievement in which Webb took great pride. She said of Lewis that ‘he did write 
to me more than once saying how happy he was to be with Puffins, and I think that’s 
where he felt it spiritually belonged, so to speak.’28 When the rights were about to lapse, 
she fought hard – although unsuccessfully – to keep them, and the fact that the Puffin 
website still mentions C. S. Lewis and The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe in its brief 
history of the imprint shows its continuing importance to Puffin as a series with which 
they are proud to be identified.29
John Masefield’s The Midnight Folk (1927) is an example of an outstanding fantasy 
from the end of the first ‘golden age’ of children’s literature.30 The gap of 36 years 
between hardback publication by Heinemann and publication by Puffin is a reminder that 
many children’s books did not receive paperback publication until the Puffin imprint was 
                                                 
26 C. S. Lewis, The Magician’s Nephew (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1963) [1955]. 
27 C. S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1959) [1950] 
28 Kaye Webb to Rev Walter Hooper, 12 December 1979, SS, KW/01/02/36. 
29 Puffin Books, ‘The History of Puffin’, <http://www.puffin.co.uk/static/aboutpuffin/historyofpuffin/> 
[accessed 26/03/10]. 
30 John Masefield, The Midnight Folk (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1963) [1927] 
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begun. With its poetic language and imaginative but lonely hero, Kay Harker, The 
Midnight Folk fits well on the Puffin list. There are old-fashioned elements – for instance 
Kay has a governess – alongside qualities which are timeless. The book provides the 
opportunity for readers to empathise and identify with a young boy who overcomes 
danger and setbacks within a setting where fantasy mingles with the mundane elements 
of everyday life for a child.  
In line with Webb’s policy of providing a selection of books to include something for 
everyone, the 1963 publications cover a range of subjects and genres. There is humour in 
The Log of the Ark and More About Paddington; historical fiction includes two books by 
American authors and set in the U.S.: Children on the Oregon Trail and Little House in 
the Big Woods. The authors of both these books were to appear again on the Puffin list 
and demonstrate that only two years into the job, Webb was already making sound 
choices which would affect the future shape of the Puffin list. In the case of Laura Ingalls 
Wilder’s Little House books, Puffin eventually published the entire series.31 They are still 
immensely popular and widely-read books, and have been televised more than once; 
however, they are no longer published by Puffin.  
The Warden’s Niece, another historical story, is Gillian Avery’s first book and shows 
how historical fiction can be used to allow a female character greater prominence and 
wider prospects than were possible in the real historical period – in this case the late 
Victorian period. John Rowe Townsend places Avery’s books in the category of realism 
set in the past, a categorisation which demonstrates how complex and indeed arbitrary it 
can be to place books within one genre or sub-category.32 His reasoning is that Avery’s 
books ‘are not explorations of the past’. However, in using a version of the past as a 
setting for a girl with unusually ambitious academic aims, and who is educated as if she 
were a boy, Avery foregrounds how equality of educational opportunity has not always 
been routinely available to girls. Feminism in the early 1960s was a highly topical and 
political issue and the themes of the book could encourage readers to engage with the 
                                                 
31 There are books by Laura Ingalls Wilder which are not published by Puffin, including On the Way Home
(1962) and West From Home (1974), but these are outside the Little House series. 
32 John Rowe Townsend, Written for Children, 3rd rev. edn (London: Penguin, 1987), p. 255. 
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subject. Webb published subsequent books by Avery, an example of her loyalty to an 
author whose work fitted the Puffin list in the way she wished.  
Puffin, in common with other children’s book publishers, was implicitly publishing 
books which catered for the white middle-class readership which had been the norm for 
so long in children’s books. One of Webb’s ambitions was to widen the Puffin 
constituency, in part by broadening the kind of children and families that appeared in the 
pages of Puffin books. Some attempts were more successful than others. The appearance 
on the 1963 list of The Further Adventures of the Family from One End Street (1956) was 
a continuation of the story of the working-class Ruggles family whose first adventures 
had appeared in The Family from One End Street (1937), published by Puffin in 1942.33
The accuracy of Garnett’s portrayal of working-class characters is slender at best from 
today’s perspective, despite resulting from her own observation of slum conditions. 
However, apart from Victorian tales of street urchins, it was one of the earliest 
opportunities for readers of any class to be able to observe, or identify with, protagonists 
from anything other than the middle classes. A sign of how radical it was in the 1930s is 
that it was rejected by eight publishers as ‘unsuitable for children’ before being accepted 
by its eventual publisher, Muller.34 The Family from One End Street won the Carnegie 
Medal in 1937 and the sequel also received praise. By 1963 the sanitised poverty of the 
Ruggles’s world looked even further distant from everyday life for working-class Britain. 
Marwick says that ‘[t]o be working class in the [nineteen] sixties […] meant a ‘life 
sentence’ of hard manual work’.35 Upward social mobility existed, but was infrequent and 
while by far the majority of people considered themselves to be working class, power and 
influence was overwhelmingly in the hands of the upper classes, even under a Labour 
government. While this rendered the picture presented by Garnett even more removed 
from reality, more socially realistic writing was becoming available, and Webb published 
it. Anne Barrett’s Songberd’s Grove (1957) for example is populated with Teddy Boys, a 
                                                 
33 Eve Garnett: The Further Adventures of the Family from One End Street (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1963) 
[1956]; The Family from One End Street (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1942) [1937]. 
34 Mary Raynor, ‘Garnett, Eve’ in Twentieth Century Children’s Writers, ed. by D. L. Kirkpatrick (London 
and Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1978), pp. 315-316. 
35 Arthur Marwick, British Society Since 1945, 4th edn (London: Penguin, 2003), p.127. 
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much more contemporary type of character than any of the Ruggles family.36 William 
Mayne’s A Parcel of Trees centres round a family who run a village shop.37
By 1963 Webb was demonstrating that her eye for a good book could bring 
commercial success through pleasing readers. More About Paddington (1959) by Michael 
Bond is the second book about Paddington Bear and was published by Puffin in 1963, a 
year after the publication of the first in the series, A Bear Called Paddington (1958).38
The Paddington books were popular and sold well. Sales figures for the five years to 
March 1966 show that More About Paddington was among the top-selling titles of the 
previous five years, with sales of 70,000.39 A Bear Called Paddington had sold 75,000 
copies at this point, and total sales for the first three Paddington books – the third being 
Paddington at Large (1962) – amounted to 235,000.40 To place this in context, at the 
same stage, total C. S. Lewis sales (of all seven Narnia books) were 605,000; Arthur 
Ransome’s Swallows and Amazons had sold 75,000 copies.41 Webb had successfully 
spotted a new series of books with reader-appeal and a consequent capacity for high sales 
and therefore commercial success. By 1969 Webb had published seven Paddington 
books, providing her with a character and an author to whom readers could return.  
Charlotte’s Web (1952) is one of the most commercially successful and well-loved 
books for children ever published, further evidence of Webb’s ability to choose a book 
which will both please readers and remain publishable.42 It is also a reminder that the 
quality of Puffinness does not depend on being British. On the contrary, an openness to 
learning about other countries and cultures, whether English-speaking or through 
translation, is a central aspect of the Puffin experience. Puffin published the book in 
association with Hamish Hamilton, the UK hardback publisher, and it is still on the 
Puffin list in 2011. It was re-launched as part of the updated Puffin Modern Classics 
edition in June 2010; not because it had been out of print, but simply as an example of the 
                                                 
36 Anne Barrett, Songberd’s Grove (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1963) [1959]. 
37 William Mayne, A Parcel of Trees (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1963). 
38 Michael Bond: More About Paddington (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1963) [1959]; A Bear Called 
Paddington (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1962) [1958]. 
39 ‘Total Sales – to end of March 1966’, n.d., Penguin Archive, University of Bristol, Box DM1294/17.ii.
40 Michael Bond, Paddington at Large (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1966) [1962]. 
41 Arthur Ransome, Swallows and Amazons (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1962) [1930]. 
42 E. B. White, Charlotte’s Web (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1963 [1952]. 
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continual re-packaging of a classic in order to maintain its attractiveness to successive 
generations of readers.43 The book features in the special anniversary selection of Puffin 
books which was put together as part of the 70th anniversary celebrations in 2010, as well 
as being included in the slip case produced in 1990 for the 50th anniversary celebrations.  
The Importance of Being an Original: Stig of the Dump by Clive King 
and A Parcel of Trees by William Mayne 
The preceding overview has provided a sense of the range and durability of the 1963 
Puffin list. A clearer picture of the qualities which made a book a Puffin can be 
established by looking at two titles which are closely and exclusively associated with 
Puffin since they are Puffin Originals. Puffin Originals are books which were first 
published in paperback by Puffin before going into hardback and, because they were 
either commissioned or chosen when in manuscript, can be held to embody Puffinness. 
William Mayne’s works, an imprimatur of literary quality, were championed by Webb 
and Puffin to the extent that if the rights for a particular work were not available, another 
would be commissioned. Parcel is such a commission.44 Clive King’s Stig became an 
Original as a result of Webb spotting its potential when other publishers had rejected it.45
In an interview in 1975 for the business section of the Sunday Times, Webb said:  
It took some time for me to believe that I had anything special to offer. Probably 
the book that meant most to me was Clive King’s ‘Stig of the Dump’ which came 
as a tattered manuscript having done the publishing circuit and I decided to 
publish. It became a highly successful Puffin and made me think that I might have 
something as a children’s editor.46  
It is clear that the discovery and subsequent success of Stig gave Webb pleasure as well 
as a measure of confidence in her own ability and judgement. One of the qualities for 
which Webb is remembered by her contemporaries is this judgement and instinct for 
                                                 
43 The original cover artwork by Garth Williams, which also appears on the front cover of the Puffin 
edition, was sold in 2010 for $155,000 (£97,000) giving some idea not only of the love which the book 
inspires, but also the way in which illustrations can be an integral part of the reading experience and the 
emotional investment in a book. For further information see ‘Charlotte’s Web cover art sold at New York 
auction’, BBC News Entertainments & Arts, 17 October 2010 <http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-
arts-11561445> [accessed 14/01/11]. 
44 William Mayne, A Parcel of Trees (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1963). 
45 Clive King, Stig of the Dump (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1963). 
46 Gwen Nuttall, ‘Puffin’s Winning Gambler’, Sunday Times Business 6 April 1975, Penguin Archive, 
University of Bristol, ‘Puffin’ green publicity folder. An interview with a children’s book editor in the 
business section of the newspaper is unusual and is indicative of Webb’s power as a business-woman. 
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what was a ‘Puffin’ book; in other words, one which embodied Puffinness. Stig and 
Parcel are both books which demonstrate Puffin qualities and which have suffered very 
different fates. Stig of the Dump by Clive King is an iconic Puffin book, as well as one 
which displays Puffinness. There is a slight difference between the concept of Puffinness 
and of an iconic Puffin. ‘Iconic’ is easily explained but understanding Puffinness is 
something which has to be built up through an evaluation of a range of factors. I would 
categorise as ‘iconic’ a book which has particular significance as much for its part in the 
Puffin narrative as for its literary merit. Thus, for example, Worzel Gummidge, as the first 
ever Puffin book, and Watership Down (1972) as the runaway commercial success and 
cult crossover novel, can be said to be iconic Puffin books.47 Stig, loved by generations of 
readers and still in print with Puffin, has iconic status partly because of its significance to 
Webb personally: it has become a part of the mythology of her time at Puffin. Her close 
attachment to the book and its success mean that it is perhaps not wise to rely only on her 
own evidence. Nevertheless, the facts are compelling, and Webb’s opinion adds to the 
picture of a successful and much-loved book which the facts indicate. Between first 
publication in 1963 and reprinting in 1979 – the year of Webb’s retirement from Puffin – 
the book was reprinted eighteen times. In each of the years 1966, 1971 and 1975 it was 
reprinted twice, and in 1974 it was reprinted three times.48 Stig is one of the ten titles 
chosen for the boxed set which was produced to celebrate Puffin’s 50th anniversary and 
was featured prominently in the 70th birthday exhibition at Seven Stories, the Centre for 
Children's Books (14 October 2010 – 29 September 2011).49  
William Mayne’s A Parcel of Trees, by contrast, is no longer in print. (See Figure 14.) 
This is unrelated to the popularity and merits of the text. Mayne (1928-2010) was 
convicted of indecent assault in 2004 and served a two-and-a-half year prison sentence. 
As a result of this, all of his work went out of print. Mayne would be almost impossible 
to publicise without attracting adverse publicity, and until his death in March 2010 was 
                                                 
47 Barbara Euphan Todd, Worzel Gummidge (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1941) [1936]; Richard Adams, 
Watership Down (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1973) [1972]. 
48 Information from the 1979 Puffin copy of the book shows that it was reprinted in 1965, 1966 (twice), 
1968, 1969, 1970, 1971 (twice) 1972, 1973, 1974 (three times), 1975 (twice), 1976, 1977, 1978 and 1979.  
49 ‘There’s Nuffin Like a Puffin’, Seven Stories.org <http://www.sevenstories.org.uk/whats-on/theres-
nuffin-like-a-puffin-e110> [accessed 21/08/11].  
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on the sex offenders’ register and banned from working with children.50 In 2010 six of his 
books were re-published by Faber Finds, an imprint of Faber and Faber which brings 
back out of print work. None of this alters his importance as a writer to Puffin in the 
Webb years, however, when his crimes were unknown and thus the problem of 
publishing and publicising his work was not an issue. Webb championed his writing; he 
was an important figure in the Puffin Club, and he was widely considered to be one of the 
most significant writers of the period. Nicholas Tucker calls him ‘one of the finest writers 
for the young of his time’ and describes his writing style in A Swarm of May (1955) as 
‘impressionistic’, a quality which Parcel demonstrates.51 This impressionistic aspect to 
Mayne’s work can be considered a part of its Puffinness: impressionism implies a need 
for the viewer or reader to see beyond the surface of a work and to search deeper. Access 
to multiple layers and meanings are a Puffin characteristic. 
                                                 
50 For further information on this complex topic, see Victor Watson, ‘Mayne, William’, The Oxford 
Encyclopedia of Children’s Literature, ed. by Jack Zipes (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 
45-47; Nicholas Tucker, ‘William Mayne’, Independent 20 May 2010 
<http://www.independent.co.uk/news/obituaries/william-mayne-awardwinning-chidrens-author-whose-
career-ended-in-disgrace-1977591.html> [accessed 02/06/10].  
51 William Mayne, A Swarm in May (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1955). 
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Figure 14 William Mayne, A Parcel of Trees (1963), ill. Margery Gill. 
Both books feature a child who finds a private space which answers his or her needs, 
although naturally the needs of eight-year old Barney, protagonist of Stig differ from 
those of the adolescent Susan in Parcel. The books both write sensitively about family 
life. A Parcel of Trees is, like many of Mayne’s books, a quest for something precious. It 
is not treasure which fourteen-year old Susan seeks, however, but information. This leads 
eventually to her acquiring a private space in order to achieve what for her is the 
necessary solitude to enable her to better appreciate her family. Although it might seem 
contrived to call this subtle, understated family story a treasure hunt, close examination 
reveals that it is not too far-fetched. Susan’s quest begins with the discovery in the loft of 
some papers which suggest that a piece of wasteland on the far side of the railway track 
at the end of her family’s garden belonged to her grandfather before the track was laid. 
With the help of Mr Ferriman, a lawyer in the village, Susan discovers that if she can 
establish twelve continuous years of occupation of this patch of land, then she will be 
able to regain the rights to this ‘parcel of trees’ – the legal term for the piece of ground. 
Thus the papers from the loft take the place of the treasure map and the land, or more 
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particularly the privacy which it guarantees to Susan, is the treasure. Before the treasure 
can be hers, she has tasks to complete, in the form of finding information which will 
prove that she has a right to the land. There are no dragons to fight along the way; this is 
a treasure hunt for imaginative and mature readers who can enter into Susan’s need for 
privacy and perhaps recognise some element of their own family life reflected in the one 
constructed by Mayne. Imagination and maturity of reading are valued qualities in Puffin 
readers, reflecting the importance of these qualities in the concept of Puffinness. Books 
which display and demand maturity and imagination from readers encourage an active 
participation in the act of reading. Reading becomes a two-way transaction in the manner 
described by Rosenblatt et al as discussed in the Introduction to this thesis.  
The blurb at the front of Parcel outlines some of the specific qualities that Webb 
admired about Mayne’s writing, giving an insight into what she wanted for Puffins more 
generally: 
a book by William Mayne is much more than just a series of interesting events. 
It’s like being given a pair of magic spectacles and stepping right into a picture. 
So that when Susan is helping her mother in the shop you actually smell the fresh 
baked bread, and when she discovers the mysterious graves you seem to feel the 
damp moss on the tombstones. 
William Mayne is an inspired writer of stories for children, and we are proud to 
publish his work in Puffins for the first time. A PARCEL OF TREES was written 
especially for us.52
This description has a very warm and intimate tone as it works to prepare readers for the 
book. It invokes a sense of community, saying ‘we are proud’ and ‘written especially for 
us’ (my emphasis). Puffin readers are incorporated in the feeling of pride. There is an 
element of persuasion too: the suggestion that this is a book with depth – ‘much more 
than just a series of interesting events’ – which repay effort. The assumption is that the 
Puffin community will rise to the challenge. Puffinness can incorporate challenge and 
this can be good. Mayne’s writing conjures up a believable world for his community of 
readers through his vivid descriptions and by his employment of the senses. For example, 
here is Susan’s discovery of the tombstones, which mark the graves of dogs: 
She went to the orchard, and to the tombstones. She took shears, and cut the grass 
                                                 
52 Mayne, Parcel. 
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low in front and behind, and threw it into the hole that should have been a flower-
bed. Then she read the stones. On one side were the names: Ginger twice, at either 
end of the row, Monty, Grip, Dido, Rajah, and Jack. The names were cut in plain 
capitals. The top of each stone was square, and the green lichen was on them like 
a skin.53
The action is described very simply with short sentences which have an almost biblical 
rhythm to them. There is a solemn, ritualistic atmosphere as Susan cuts the grass to tidy 
the tombstones, before reading all the names. The green lichen ‘like a skin’ adds a shiver. 
The combined effect is quiet, measured, solemn and believable, and emphasises the 
importance of this discovery to the quest for ownership of the parcel of trees.  
Mayne was a writer who split critical opinion; some thought he was too oblique and 
difficult for most children to read and enjoy and that his brand of literary writing 
appealed more to adults than to children; others felt that he did have something to offer 
for readers, but perhaps was not suited to all readers. The blurb, urging Puffin readers to 
recognise the quality of the book, may have been acknowledging Mayne’s reputation for 
complex meaning belying the simple surface of the story. There are books by Mayne 
which are certainly extremely challenging; Cuddy (1994) for instance and A Game of 
Dark (1971);54 however, Parcel, like several others by Mayne on the Puffin list, while 
full of depth and with different layers of meaning available to readers of different 
experiences, is written in ordinary language and the basic story is uncomplicated. What 
stands out is the way a straightforward vocabulary can invoke a sense of wonder and 
almost of magic as Susan uncovers clues to her eventual discovery of how the parcel of 
land has been used and what that means for her own claim to it. Even a description of a 
customer shopping in the village shop before a fishing competition is the means to draw 
the reader in to a realistic world through small, vivid details: 
‘I’ll take those two creamy ones,’ said Neddy. ‘A turkey and tongue, pair of those 
cigar-shaped bread, bar of nut and fruit, a round bottle of orange, box of ham and 
onion and cheese, quarter of toffee, two crisps, half biscuits, those with the yellow 
cream inside, and a carrier.’ 
‘You shouldn’t sleep in,’ said Mum, ‘then you wouldn’t have to buy breakfast as 
                                                 
53 Mayne, Parcel, p. 74. 
54 William Mayne, Cuddy (London: Cape, 1994); William Mayne, A Game of Dark (Harmondsworth: 
Puffin, 1974) [1971]. 
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well.’55
The shopping list makes the mundane poetic; it evokes the atmosphere of a small shop 
selling a vast array of different foods which now probably seems exotic to children, but in 
1963 was an ordinary, homely way of shopping. The long list conjures up a quick picture 
of what Neddy is like without any physical description of him – he is obviously hungry 
just now, decisive, about to have a picnic – and the matter-of-fact statement from Mum 
about it including breakfast sends the reader straight back to look at the list again in an 
effort to identify which elements can be considered to be breakfast. ‘From the literary 
point of view, this book is as nearly perfect as a book could be’, said Margery Fisher, 
highlighting a key Puffin quality.56 Frank Eyre says of Mayne’s work that ‘all critics 
agree that it is important’ but he acknowledges that ‘it is a sophisticated taste’ (emphasis 
in the original).57 Summing Mayne up in the mid-1980s, Townsend’s view was that ‘he 
has never been a popular writer in the sense of having easy appeal and achieving large 
sales. Yet all through his long career he has pushed out frontiers and set standards for 
other writers’.58 Perhaps this is the most telling endorsement for and account of Webb’s 
aspirations for Puffin readers: she will publish good books, whether or not they might be 
commercially viable, for the sake of providing writing which is new and excellent. Many 
aspects of her list are strong commercially and this enables Puffin to publish books which 
may appeal to a smaller but significant and important readership.  
Clive King’s reputation as a writer differs greatly from that of Mayne. He has received 
much less critical discussion than Mayne, and has a much smaller output, but there is 
agreement that Stig is a very popular book with readers – itself a mark of Puffinness – 
and it exhibits Puffin characteristics in different ways from the Mayne. (See Figure 15 for 
an image of the cover.)Having published Stig so successfully, Webb continued to 
encourage Clive King in his writing throughout her career. A review for The 22 Letters 
(1966) declared that ‘Stig of the Dump, good as it is, is far surpassed in quality by this 
one, which will undoubtedly establish him very firmly in the front rank of children’s 
                                                 
55 Mayne, Parcel, p. 35. 
56 Margery Fisher, Intent Upon Reading, rev. edn 1964 (Leicester: Brockhampton Press, 1964), pp. 318-9. 
57 Frank Eyre, British Children’s Books in the Twentieth Century (London: Longman, 1971), p. 138 and 
139. 
58 John Rowe Townsend, Written for Children: An Outline of English-language Children’s Literature, 3rd 
rev. edn (London: Penguin, 1987), p. 261. 
147
authors’, but in fact none of King’s subsequent books achieved the same success.59
Critical reception may influence adult purchasers and selectors, but for Puffin ultimately 
it is child readers who decide what becomes popular. What Stig so successfully provided 
for the Puffin list was a book which was loved, read and re-read by generations of 
readers. The story of Barney, bored one day, stumbling into a chalk pit and unexpectedly 
finding not just a fascinating quantity of junk to explore but a cave man who already 
makes dens with it, provides a wonderful imaginative setting for a young reader’s 
fantasy. King focalises the opening through Barney in such a way that the reader is 
immediately drawn into Barney’s thoughts and identifies closely with him. There is an 
inexorableness about Barney’s fall into the pit. The title of the first chapter tells the 
reader what will happen: ‘The Ground Gives Way’. The opening confirms this: 
If you went too near the edge of the chalk-pit the ground would give way. Barney 
had been told this often enough. […] Barney had a feeling, somewhere in his 
middle, that it was probably true about the ground giving way. But still, there was 
a difference between being told and seeing it happen.60
Immediately the reader knows that Barney will end up falling, recognises that Barney has 
just enough curiosity to go one step further than he should do, and suspects that this will 
lead to an adventure. As Barney speculates about how the chalk pit fits into the history of 
the landscape he provides enough helpful context to enable the reader to understand 
where Stig fits into the past: 
[t]his had been the side of a hill once, he told himself. Men had come to dig away 
chalk and left this huge hole in the earth. He thought of all the sticks of chalk they 
must have made, and all the blackboards in all the schools they must have written 
on. They must have dug and dug for hundreds of years. And then they got tired of 
digging, or somebody had told them to stop before they dug away all the hill.61  
Then the inevitable happens, described in two brief paragraphs: 
Barney wished he was at the bottom of the pit. 
And the ground gave way.62
                                                 
59 Robert Bell, ‘King, Clive. The 22 letters’, School Librarian, 13:3 (1965), p. 371. Clive King, The 22 
Letters (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1966). 
60 Clive King, Stig of the Dump (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1963), p. 2. 
61 Ibid., p. 8 
62 Ibid., p. 8. 
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The reader is hooked. Like Mayne, King uses simple language, but here the audience is 
younger – the blurb says that Stig ‘will suit readers of seven to ten’ – and the telling of 
the story reflects this.63 Puffinness can again be seen through the working of imagination: 
an imaginative protagonist implies an imaginative reader to complete the transaction. 
There is an element of uncertainty about whether or not Stig really exists or is conjured 
up by Barney’s imagination which allows the imaginative reader – the ultimate Puffin 
reader – to adopt whichever explanation best fits their need. As the blurb says, ‘[i]n an 
ideal world every solitary child should be able to find himself a Stig, but if they aren’t so 
fortunate then sharing Barney’s luck is the next best thing’.64 Puffinness can provide 
readers with experiences which take them beyond realistic expectation but within a 
believable world. Barney’s holiday boredom is relieved by the companionship of a 
caveman with whom he can have adventures; Susan achieves her ambition of a small 
piece of land which will provide her with some privacy.  
Figure 15 Clive King, Stig of the Dump (1963), ill. Edward Ardizzone. 
                                                 
63 Ibid., blurb. 
64 Ibid., blurb. 
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Puffin Originals were a greater risk for the publisher than the books which were 
published first in hardback. There was a difference in risk between those Originals which 
were commissioned to fill a specific gap in the catalogue, such as puzzle books and joke 
books, nursery rhyme and story collections for young children, and those which were 
commissioned novels. Webb said that:  
commissioned novels have less chance (Stig of Dump – Wizard of Earthsea were 
excpetions [sic]) (because they aren’t properly reviewed and don’t reach attention 
of librarians or even book shops.65   
With Puffin Originals, the normal publication process was reversed and the books went 
into hardback after their paperback production rather than before. School Librarian did 
not review Stig or Parcel until 1965, when they were published in hardback.66 This is 
significant as it shows the difficulties paperbacks had, even in being reviewed and being 
selected for sale or display in bookshops. Without such exposure, good sales would be 
more difficult to achieve, no matter how many Puffin qualities a book had. 
Conclusion 
By 1963 it is possible to see Webb’s philosophy of good books for every reader being put 
into action through her book choices for the Puffin Story Book list. The list which she put 
together for 1963 is a strong and characteristic one. It encompasses a range of genres, 
including fantasy and historical fiction, both of which were entering a period of greater 
popularity and strength of writing – a ‘golden age’ according to critics of the time. The 
list does not ignore older books in favour of newer ones, meaning that classic fantasy 
such as The Midnight Folk is published in paperback for the first time in a format and at a 
price which made it accessible to a much wider audience than previously. In contrast, and 
providing evidence of her ability to lead the industry in her choice of books, Webb also 
introduced new authors and chose previously unpublished books for Originals.67 In so 
doing she was shaping not only Puffins but English-language children’s literature more 
                                                 
65 Kaye Webb, Notebook with handwritten notes, ‘Strengthening Supplies’, n.d., SS, KW/15/35f.13. Ursula 
le Guin, A Wizard of Eathsea (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1971) [1968]. 
66 Robert Bell, ‘Mayne, William. A Parcel of Trees’, School Librarian, 13:1 (1965), pp. 91-92; Robert Bell, 
‘King, Clive. Stig of the Dump’, School Librarian, 13:3 (1965), p. 371. 
67 As mentioned in the Introduction, it is sometimes incorrectly stated that Webb introduced the Puffin 
Original and that Stig of the Dump was the first. In fact Eleanor Graham also commissioned Originals and 
indeed wrote books for the list. 
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widely through imbuing her list with qualities which can be summed up as Puffinness and 
making such books widely read.  
Commissioning original work and accepting work for publication before it had found 
a hardback publisher signalled that Webb was active in her search for the right books for 
the Puffin list, and in her sound judgement of what was right when she came across it. 
She was not content merely to choose from the books on offer through the hardback 
publishers. In Stig, she recognised qualities which other publishers missed, and her 
instinct proved to be good. When she felt that Mayne’s work was right for Puffin but the 
licenses were not always available, she commissioned some specially. In other cases her 
choices, consciously or unconsciously, reflect some of the cultural and social concerns of 
the early 1960s, such as multiculturalism and feminism. Webb made financially astute 
decisions in her publication of books such as the Paddington books, which went on to sell 
well, make money and as part of a series had the potential to attract and retain readers. 
All the while, she was building a list which was diverse and yet unified by the qualities of 
Puffinness discussed here. 
That Webb should have such a strong sense of the distinctive qualities of the Puffin 
list was vital to the growing reputation of the imprint. Readers knew where to look for the 
Puffin experience; parents, librarians and teachers did too. Those two schoolmasters 
whose positive remarks about Puffin so pleased Eleanor Graham had every reason for 
continued confidence. Everyone could trust the Puffin name. Puffin readers were already 
a community and this sense of common interest would increase over the next few years 
until it reached its inevitable conclusion with Webb’s foundation of the Puffin Club.
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Chapter 5 
Puffin Post: Creating a Community of Readers 
‘Clubs is things peoples belong to and they gets together and thinks the 
same thoughts and likes the same things.’  
- ‘A Letter from Worzel Gummidge’, Puffin Post, Vol. 1. No. 1, p. 8. 
Introduction 
In the history of the 1960s, 1967 has a special place. It was the ‘summer of love’, the year 
in which some of the most significant and influential social legislation went through 
Parliament, and was for many commentators the year that the Sixties really began. In the 
history of Puffin Books too, 1967 is a year with a special resonance for Puffin fans as the 
year in which the Puffin Club and its club magazine Puffin Post were launched. While it 
cannot be said that the Puffin Club came about as a result of the activity leading up to 
social changes in 1967, nevertheless, it is within this context that Puffin was retaining and 
even expanding its commercial and artistic success, the factors which enabled this to be 
the point at which Kaye Webb launched a club for children. This chapter and the next 
explore two aspects of Puffin Books through an examination of the years up to 1967: this 
includes its continuing dominance of the children’s book market, and the new ways in 
which Webb exploited this, through the founding of the Puffin Club. 
By 1967, with Puffin in a secure position both creatively and financially, Kaye Webb 
felt able to press the Penguin board of directors to allow her to fulfil a long-held 
ambition: to start a Puffin magazine for readers. The result was a club, the Puffin Club, 
and Puffin Post, a quarterly magazine. The club was open to subscribers only, who paid 
five shillings for one year’s membership. In addition to the magazine, they received an 
enamel badge with the Puffin logo on it, Puffin writing paper and envelopes, bookplates 
and a secret code book. 
The antecedents of a club and in particular a magazine for young readers can be 
clearly seen in Young Elizabethan, both stylistically and in terms of content. For instance, 
both Young Elizabethan and Puffin Post incorporated book reviews by both adults and 
children, although those in Young Elizabethan were by professional critics such as Noel 
Streatfeild and tended to be longer and more in-depth. Webb prided herself on increasing 
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the element of fun in Young Elizabethan, but this element is much more obvious in Puffin 
Post, reflecting the fact that adolescents were now regarded as more of a group with its 
own tastes and views and less like mini-adults than they were in the 1950s. In addition to 
the influence of Young Elizabethan, Webb’s time working for Lilliput and before that her 
brief period at Picture Post can both be seen to have contributed to the development of 
Puffin Post. In the case of Picture Post, the most obvious connection is the borrowing of 
the name ‘Post’. More relevant than the name, however, is the spirit behind the 
publications. What links all three magazines is their advocacy of quality writing, a love of 
books, a lively use of pictures and design to increase readability, and a sense of humour 
and fun. What united the readers of Puffin Post was their appreciation of these qualities. 
At this stage it was possible to determine what readers liked through their spontaneous 
communications, something the Puffin Club was to capitalise on. 
Because she was named as Editor at the front of all Puffin books, Kaye Webb 
personally began to receive a great deal of post from readers. Similar queries came in 
again and again, asking for more information about the authors and illustrators of the 
books readers had enjoyed, and for recommendations of new books to try. Puffin Post 
was at one level a response to these questions but to assume that this would simply result 
in a mundane fact sheet or leaflet involving minimal effort was to underestimate Kaye 
Webb’s ambition for her readers. Among some undated pages of notes a section headed 
‘Getting to children’ explains some of Webb’s inspiration for the club: 
How can we get to children – help to catch their imaginations, help them want the 
best? 
Promotions help in a vague way, but something which is especially for them helps 
far more 
This was why I persuaded (MANOEUVRED!) Penguins to let me start the Puffin 
Club. 
It obviously is not commercially sensible – but it’s the only direct way I know of 
telling children about new books. 
Making them realise that there is a way to communicate with the people who 
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make them/write them, if they want to.1
One reason for starting the Puffin Club and its magazine, Puffin Post, was to provide 
an ‘answer to the hundreds of Puffin readers who asked for some kind of magazine that 
would tell them about books, authors and artists’.2 Webb was often asked to explain her 
aims for the club and her answers were always connected to fulfilling a need for Puffin 
readers, rather than for the Puffin imprint. For example, a press release said that: 
[t]he PUFFIN CLUB was born from an idea that Kaye had had for some time and 
was her answer to the hundreds of Puffin readers who asked for some kind of 
magazine that would tell them about books, authors and artists. Kaye knew that 
the magazine was a good idea but wanted to give readers more. So, after thinking 
of the kind of magazine she hoped you would like, Kaye thought, ‘Why not a 
Club?’ and PUFFIN CLUB was born.3
This desire to inform readers and to inspire creativity may well have been Webb’s 
overriding concern, and there is no doubt that she was, and remained, wholeheartedly 
committed to the club throughout its life, pouring disproportionately large resources into 
it, nurturing it and paying attention to minute details about the magazine’s content, look 
and distribution. Nevertheless, as Editor of Puffin and particularly as a director on the 
Penguin board, Webb had to justify the club in business terms rather than personal ones. 
One justification was that the club and magazine would act as a marketing tool for Puffin 
books both specifically and by enhancing the brand-identification. Unsurprisingly, this 
was more likely to be a reason put before colleagues to persuade them to accept the idea 
of the club, rather than the publically stated reason presented to parents and prospective 
club members.  
Webb’s pride in the Club enabled her to say somewhat gleefully that she had 
manipulated the Penguin directors into allowing her to start the Club. They were ‘very 
resistant’, she wrote. ‘They felt a club would be too expensive to run and that only a 
limited number of children would join’.4 The Marketing Director capitulated in the face 
of enthusiasm from the sales reps at the 1963 Penguin Sales Conference. They asked 
                                                 
1 Kaye Webb, ‘Getting To Children’, typescript notes, n.d., Seven Stories, the Centre for Children's Books, 
Kaye Webb Collection, KW/07/04/08/12d. 
2 Kaye Webb, ‘How The Puffin Club Began’, press release, n.d., SS, KW/07/04/08/01. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Kaye Webb, ‘On Being a Children’s Book Editor’, final version of typescript of article for School 
Bookshop News, n.d., SS, KW/11/03/35.f.5. 
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Webb what her plans were now that the ‘Nuffin Like a Puffin’ jingle was a success and 
when she said ‘ “I’m going to start a Puffin Club” […] there was a great roar. They all 
started clapping’.5 Webb’s previous success at marketing her books now placed her in a 
position of strength from which she could negotiate for more resources. Her belief that a 
place on the board of directors would increase the visibility of Puffin was justified and 
the Puffin Club was one very important outcome. The Club rapidly assumed an 
importance which heightened Webb’s visibility and status in the world of children’s 
publishing, making her stand out even among other distinguished editors of the period. 
Webb was awarded the Eleanor Farjeon award on 21 May 1970 for her contribution to 
children’s reading through the creation of the Puffin Club and was very proud that she 
was the first publisher to win it.6 The Farjeon prize was – and still is – awarded by the 
Children’s Book Circle, an organisation which provides a good example of how 
children’s editors during the 1960s were supportive of each other, despite being at least 
theoretically in competition with each other too. The Book Circle was started in 1962 by 
editor Grace Hogarth who modelled it on similar organisations in her home country of 
America.7 Originally it was confined to children’s editors; soon it was expanded to 
include anyone with an interest in children’s books. Webb remembered it as being ‘a very 
nice atmosphere in the early days’.8
Having got approval for the club, Webb then inadvertently jeopardised it through a 
rather ill-judged desire to appear current and in tune with modern youth culture which 
caused one of Webb’s rare moments of bad publicity. The promotional material for the 
club showed a Jill McDonald drawing of a puffin saying ‘Psst, have you heard about the 
Puffin Club?’ and the slogan was ‘its ps-super, it’s ps-smashing, its ps-psychedelic’.9
                                                 
5 Ibid. 
6 The award was established in honour of writer Eleanor Farjeon (1881-1965) in 1966. Previous winners 
were Margery Fisher (1966), Jessica Jenkins (1967), Brian Alderson (1968) and Anne Wood (1969).For 
more details, see ‘Children’s Book Circle’, Eleanor Farjeon Award, 
<http://www.childrensbookcircle.org.uk/farjeon.asp> [accessed 23/07/11]. 
7 Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker, ‘Interview with Kaye Webb, 7 February 1995’, in Oral 
Archives: A collection of informal conversations with individuals involved in creating or producing 
children’s literature since 1945, compiled by Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker (London: 
Roehampton University, 1998), 366-388, p. 366. 
8 Reynolds and Tucker, ‘Interview with Kaye Webb’ in Oral Archives, p. 375. 
9 Kaye Webb, ‘On Being a Children’s Book Editor’, final version of typescript of article for School 
Bookshop News, n.d., Seven Stories, the Centre for Children's Books, Kaye Webb Collection, 
KW/11/03/35.f.5.  
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This word-play, picking up on the ‘ps’ of ‘psst’ and echoing the ‘p’ of ‘puffin’ was 
typical of the humour present within the magazine, and the addition of ‘p’ to the front of 
words was to become a running joke through the magazines.10 The word was suggested 
by the son of Puffin designer Jill McDonald, who ‘said it was in common usage in his 
[school] form to describe anything exciting’.11 According to Webb, she ‘let Jill put [the 
word psychedelic] into the rough and then made enquiries about its origins, enquiries 
which of course made me decide not to use it and we then substituted psmashing’.12 In the 
present day, it is difficult to gauge just how very shocking this word had the potential to 
be in 1967. Nowadays, the word ‘psychedelic’ tends to conjure up images of brightly 
coloured, 1970s-style pop-art, and, indeed, the word’s secondary meaning is ‘dazzling in 
pattern’ or ‘having intense, vivid colours or a swirling abstract pattern’.13 However, in 
1967 it was specifically associated with the drugs culture of the time, meaning ‘relating 
to or denoting drugs (especially LSD) that produce hallucinations and apparent expansion 
of consciousness’.14 Its use as a synonym for drugs was initiated by British psychiatrist 
Humphrey Osmond, who wrote to Aldous Huxley in 1956 to say: 
I have tried to find an appropriate name for the agents under discussion: a name 
that will include the concepts of enriching the mind and enlarging the vision … 
My choice, because it is clear, euphonious, and uncontaminated by other 
associations, is psychedelic [.]15
Unfortunately for Webb, ‘the rough was used for an urgent publicity photograph’; this 
was overlooked and so the image appeared in a Smiths Trade News advertisement.16
There followed ‘the awful day in February 1967, when [she] opened the Daily Mail to see 
                                                 
10 The new, re-launched, Puffin Post (discussed at the end of this chapter) makes use of the same device, 
which still amuses readers and provides a strong link with the history of the magazine. 
11 Kaye Webb to Allen Lane, 28 February [1967], SS, KW/07/01/01/42.  
12 Ibid. 
13 Chambers Dictionary; OED.  
14 Oxford Dictionaries Online at <http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/psychedelic?view=uk> 
[accessed 05/05/11]. 
15 Martin A. Lee & Bruce Shlain, Acid Dreams The Complete Social History of LSD, the Sixties and 
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noting that Jonathon Green reports a drug-related misunderstanding which occurred in an interview 
published in News of the World on 5 February 1967. A journalist interviewed Brian Jones of the Rolling 
Stones and they spoke about drugs. Not only did the journalist believe he was interviewing Mick Jagger – 
the two musicians had very different attitudes to drugs – but when Jones spoke of LSD the journalist 
believed this to be an alternative name for hash. Green, All Dressed Up, p. 177. 
16 Kaye Webb to Allen Lane, 28 February [1967], KW/07/01/01/42. 
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a headline:- CENSORED. SIR ALLEN ORDERS THE PUFFIN CLUB TO DROP 
PSYCHEDELIC’.17 The article continued: 
Sir Allen Lane will today order his executives to cut an unfortunate word for a 
sales campaign aimed at children under fourteen. It is the new swinging way-out 
word “psychedelic” which everyone has started using and nobody really 
understands…18
The article stated that ‘it would mean changing “thousands of pounds” worth of 
bookshop display material, and the woman responsible was Kaye Webb’.19 Apparently 
this was untrue; the mock-up did not appear in the publicity material or advertisements, 
only in the trade news advertisement. As Webb pointed out in a letter justifying herself to 
Lane, in the advertisement ‘it was so small that only someone deliberately malicious or 
told about it could have even deciphered it’.20 Webb’s attempts to get a correction printed 
were unsatisfactory since they repeated the word ‘psychedelic’, so she was left to feel 
battered and worried for a week, fearing that the Club would not survive its birth. 
 In remembering the incident later, Webb made relatively light of it, using it as an 
anecdote in a speech to the Federation of Books for Young Children, but it is evident that 
at the time, it was a serious event and made her feel very vulnerable. It provides a vivid 
example of how careful all organisations who have anything to do with children, then or 
now, must be: in this instance there had to be demonstrable wholesomeness and 
innocence with no hint of anything illegal or of dubious morality. Thirty years later 
Richard Bacon, a presenter on the children’s television programme Blue Peter, was 
sacked very publically after a newspaper report that he had taken drugs, demonstrating 
that children’s entertainment continues to operate high moral standards.21 Both Puffin and 
Blue Peter had, and continue to have, a reputation for the highest standards of quality and 
reliability. By 1967 Puffin was a national institution on a par with the BBC, just as 
Penguin was, and it carried the same association in the public mind of impeccable 
standards. 
                                                 
17 Kaye Webb, typescript draft of speech beginning ‘Well, it had better still be around’, probably to the 
Federation of Books for Young Children, n.d., SS, KW/07/04/08/09f.1. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Kaye Webb to Allen Lane, 28 February [1967], KW/07/01/01/42. 
21 James Silver, ‘I should be out of work’, Guardian, 19 November 2007 
<http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2007/nov/19/mondaymediasection.bbc> [accessed 02/01/11]. 
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The Launch of the Puffin Club 
The official launch of the Puffin Club was on 23 March 1967 and, despite the near-
disaster of the original advertisement, it immediately attracted large numbers of 
members. Initial recruitment to the club was achieved by advertisements inserted into 
Puffin books on sale in bookshops and by press releases and displays in the bookshops. 
The back page of each new Puffin book carried an advertisement which played on the 
idea of children’s love of secrecy and of belonging to a community of like-minded 
people. A Puffin disguised in a dark cloak and hat attracted attention by calling ‘Pssst’. 
This created an air of secrecy and excitement, suggesting a hint of a clandestine 
underground movement that resonated with the underground magazines and controversial 
publications which were a feature of the counter-culture during the 1960s. Puffin Post
was obviously a very long way from this subversive format, as the ‘psychedelic’ debacle 
demonstrated, but it reflected both the concern with spies characteristic of the Cold War 
and aspects of the emerging youth culture of the time.22 At the same time, the text of the 
advertisements explained the club’s ideal of bringing together like-minded people with a 
shared love of reading, who wished to know more about forthcoming books, authors and 
other Puffin matters: ‘it’s a way of finding out more about Puffin books and authors, of 
winning prizes (in competitions), sharing jokes, a secret code, and perhaps seeing your 
name in print!’.23  
In the first three months, somewhere between 16,000 and 18,570 members joined.24
All of the members who joined the club at its inception were given the name of ‘Founder 
Members’ and later qualified for a gold membership badge.25 This was a coveted and 
honoured title; decades on, adult founder members still refer to themselves as such 
Evidence of how long-lasting the pride in being a founder member was can be seen from 
one correspondent, with children of her own by this stage, writing in response to press 
                                                 
22 Oz, one of the more controversial magazines of the counter-cultural movement, is discussed in Chapter 8.
23 Text of generic Puffin Club advertisement inside the back of many Puffin books. 
24 Kaye Webb, ‘History Of Puffin Books’, typescript, [1972], SS, KW/07/04/08/02f.4 gives the figure 
18,750; Kaye Webb, ‘How The Puffin Club Began’, press release, n.d., SS, KW/07/04/08/01 suggests 
16,000.  
25 This bears comparison with the long-running, high quality children’s television programme Blue Peter
which awarded highly-sought-after ‘Blue Peter Badges’ for viewers’ interaction with the programme. For 
an outstanding achievement, a gold ‘Blue Peter Badge’ would be awarded. The badges were launched on 
17 June 1963. See Biddy Baxter and Edward Barnes, Blue Peter: The Inside Story (Letchworth: Ringpress 
Books, 1989), pp. 36-37. 
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advertisements for founder members to get in touch, told Webb that ‘[o]ver the years it 
has been like a secret society discovering people at University & since who were also 
founder members’.26 If Puffin Club members were part of an elite community, founder 
members were the cream of the cream. 
A Community of Readers 
As I have mentioned earlier, Webb’s primary aims for the club were to benefit readers, 
but she was not unaware of its marketing potential and made effective use of Puffin Post
as a way of encouraging reading, expanding readers’ taste and raising their awareness of 
new Puffin books. One of the incidental ways in which the club encouraged sales was 
achieved through the sense of community which belonging to the club engendered. Puffin 
books were a brand, as Penguin books were, and were to an extent sellable on the 
strength of the name Puffin, before taking into account the particular attractions or merits 
of any specific book. Thus Puffin readers were encouraged to think of themselves as part 
of a community of Puffin readers, and Puffin Club members could identify each other 
through the badge or secret greeting. One member told Kaye Webb: ‘I have a friend in 
your Puffin Club. We keep on saying the password and answer. All the others on our 
table don’t know what we’re talking about’.27 This resulted in a feeling of exclusivity: 
that belonging to the Puffin Club provided entry into an inner world accessible only to 
the real Puffin lovers and reading people. Members were called ‘Puffineers’, the result of 
Webb’s request in the third issue of the magazine for suggestions to provide a name for 
Puffin Club members. ‘Puffineers’ was selected by a six-year old member, Diana Mercer, 
and the name lasted.28 As Webb acknowledges in her Editor’s letter, ‘[i]t’s odd to have a 
Club like this where we share so many experiences and yet some of us may never get a 
chance to meet’, yet the community feeling was real.29  
Although the Puffin Club was initially only available to readers in the UK, there was 
an immediate attempt at an international flavour; the first issue of Puffin Post includes the 
world ‘welcome’ written in fourteen different languages on banners. This picked up the 
welcome of the Editor’s letter, and expressed something of the anticipated wide range of 
                                                 
26 Gail [Garnsworthy?] née Claxton, to Kaye Webb [c. 1990-1991], SS, KW/07/04/10/02/35.  
27 Victoria [no surname] to Kaye Webb, n.d., SS, KW/07/04/01/04/14. 
28 Puffin Post, 1:3 (1967).  
29 ‘Editor’s Letter’, Puffin Post, 1:1 (1967), p. 1. 
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readers; it also suggests that a high level of intellectual curiosity was expected of the 
readers. The languages represented include Latin and Ancient Greek so it is not simply 
about welcoming readers from other countries.
The club was popular and the members enthusiastic. It is likely that they were already 
pre-disposed to enjoy reading, and to enjoy reading Puffin books, but exposure through 
the magazine and club to existing books and authors and to forthcoming publications to 
look out for, increased interest and led to increased sales, judging by correspondence 
from members. One unnamed member wrote ‘Just thought you would like to know that 
117 Puffin books is NOT the largest private collection. I have 373!’.30
After the first year, membership was opened up to children outside the UK, and by 
1978 the list of countries with Puffin Club members included Afghanistan, Borneo, Iraq, 
Venezuela, Samoa and New Guinea. Nor were all the foreign readers the children of 
expats or of British Forces Serving Overseas families. Michael Mota wrote from Papua 
New Guinea to say ‘There are One Hundred and Six (106) from Baga Village who 
wanted to join the Puffin Club. What can I do? Write and let me know please.’31As 
Webb mentioned in her first Editor’s letter, ‘some of us may never get a chance to meet’ 
and the widespread membership increased this probability. Nevertheless, one of Webb’s 
great successes with the club was to create a real community of members who were 
aware of belonging to something special and who felt connected to Webb, to Puffin 
books, and to each other. Webb and her staff who worked on the club and magazine kept 
up a playful and friendly tone in the magazine, and organised events at which club 
members might meet up with each other. Naturally this opportunity was more easily 
taken up by some members than others, although efforts were made to be inclusive by 
staging events in different parts of Britain. One twelve-year old boy wrote to say that he 
had made a new best friend through the club and some members did meet up through 
local branches or at outings, but on the whole any meeting in person had to be regarded 
as a bonus and the community feeling needed to be sustained through the magazine.32
Undoubtedly the fact that the magazine only came through membership of a club went 
                                                 
30 [No name] to Kaye Webb, 4 December 1976, SS, KW/07/04/01/02/02. 
31 Michael Mota to Kaye Webb, n.d., SS, KW/07/04/01/03/17. 
32 [No name] to Kaye Webb, n.d., SS, KW/07/04/01/04/09. 
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some way towards creating this feeling. One Puffineer, also a music-lover, was pleased 
when violinist Yehudi Menuhin became President of the club and wrote to Webb to 
explain what it meant to her: 
It made that great musician and man seem closer, somehow, – less awesome. I 
wore my badge when I went to hear him play, – and thought to myself ‘I know 
something about him that probably no-one else in this concert hall knows.’ I felt 
so smug.33
A badge signified belonging and although there were only limited opportunities for 
members to meet in person, some members did meet and make friends through 
identifying each other wearing the badge. A secret code reinforced the idea of exclusivity 
as did the ability to keep communication confined to other members only. Children took 
the code and secrecy seriously: 
I am very sorry. But my brother picked up my membership Book and read the 
note at the front of the Book then he turned to the middle page and saw the secrot 
[sic] code. I felt I had to write and say sorry.
The secret greeting and response, ‘Sniffup’ and ‘Spotera’ (a reversal of the phrase 
‘Puffins are tops’) was another light-hearted means of identifying fellow-members.  
The community of members was also a community of readers. The importance of such 
communities is explored by Aidan Chambers in Introducing Books to Children. 
Beginning with his own practical experience of teaching English to secondary school 
pupils, Chambers developed practical techniques to promote the love of reading. He built 
on his own observations through work with colleagues and over time evolved a variety of 
ways of encouraging reading and encouraging talking about reading. In particular 
Chambers demonstrates the importance of peer groups as an influence and discusses how 
this can be harnessed to encourage reading and to spread information about specific 
books which have been enjoyed. ‘By a kind of fission process, a chain reaction, the 
young pass on from one to another their enthusiasms and concerns, their attitudes, 
                                                 
33 Kathryn Warner to Kaye Webb, 20 January 1976, SS, KW/07/05/02/107.
34 [No name] to Kaye Webb, n.d., SS, KW/07/04/01/04/08. 
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interests and modes of behaviour’.35 He returned to the importance of group reading 
experiences in his later work, observing that: 
[a]s children we had all been affected, and still were, by what others whom we 
liked, respected, and would listen to, said about books they had read, and which 
we then read because of their encouragement. And we had all been affected, and 
still were, by what we found ourselves saying during everyday conversation about 
what we'd read.  
It was in what other people told us about their reading, and what we told of our 
own, that we thought we had discovered the heart of the matter: a certain kind of 
booktalk gave us the information we needed, the energy, the impetus, the will to 
explore beyond our familiar boundaries.36
                                                 
35 Aidan Chambers, Introducing Books to Children (London: Heinemann, 1973), p. 86. 
36 Aidan Chambers, Tell Me: Children, Reading and Talk (Stroud: Thimble Press, 1993), p. 14. 
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Figure 16 Front cover, Puffin Post, 1:1 (1967). 
  
‘A Glorious Hotchpotch’ 
Puffin Post, the magazine of the Puffin Club (available to members only), 
is the focal point for all Puffineers. A glorious hotchpotch of new stories 
by Puffin authors, of poems, competitions, reviews and interviews, jokes 
and recipes and photographs’.37
The Post cannot be faulted as a children’s book magazine: colourful, 
bubbling with energy and fun, full of jokes, cartoons, illustrations, games, 
competitions, stories, poems, children’s book reviews, articles about 
writers, and, because of its coded messages and esoteric tone, touched 
with the flavour of a secret society.38
                                                 
37 Elaine Moss, Part of the Pattern: A Personal Journey Through The World of Children’s Books, 1960-
1985 (London: Bodley Head, 1986), p. 38. 
38 Chambers, Introducing Books, p. 86.  
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As these quotes from Elaine Moss and Aidan Chambers demonstrate, critical reception of 
Puffin Post was as positive as that of Puffineers. Moss appreciatively calls it ‘a glorious 
hotchpotch’ and Chambers also uses the word later in his article.39 Somehow this captures 
the flavour of the magazine perfectly, accurately suggesting an eclectic, eccentric 
contents put together with a slight hint of the haphazard. The magazine itself was 
approximately 16.5 cm x 23 cm in size, usually ran to between 28 and 32 pages and was 
bound inside a colour cover. (See Figure 16 above.) The front cover was bright and 
attractive, sometimes involving a mixture of photographs with drawings, sometimes 
drawing only. One of the most eye-catching and successful aspects of the magazine was 
the consistent use of work from designer and illustrator Jill McDonald. Her characteristic 
style of drawings was scattered throughout the magazine, and she was frequently 
responsible for the front cover too. Her contribution to the magazine will be explored 
more fully later in this chapter.  
In the Editor’s Letter of the very first issue of Puffin Post, Webb set out both her 
philosophy on reading and the intended audience for the magazine:  
you are travellers, you know. ‘Journeying boys’- and girls, discovering new things 
to think about as well as to see and do as you travel through life, acquiring skill as 
well as knowledge and experience … and the skill which will lead you to the 
greatest rewards is that of reading. If you choose wisely you can share adventures 
which leave you gasping, conversations which keep you fascinated, you can 
discover how people think, why they behave as they do. You can carry the world 
in your pocket. 
The Puffin Club is mainly for Readers, so as well as amusing you, we want this 
magazine to help you find and choose the sort of books you really like, and as you 
will see in the pages that follow, we want you to write for it as well.40     
The reference to carrying ‘the world in your pocket’ echoes both the Penguin idea of the 
books fitting in pockets and being portable, and the notion of a Puffin for every pocket – 
that is, affordable by everyone – which was a Puffin goal.41 One year Puffin used the 
                                                 
39 Chambers, Introducing Books, p. 89. 
40 ‘Editor’s Letter’, Puffin Post, 1:1 (1967), p. 1. 
41 ‘A Penguin could fit into a soldier's pocket or his kit-bag, and often did. It thus found a place wherever 
British forces served, by land, sea and air, in the war zones of the Second World War. It was especially 
prized in the prison camps’, Martin Bell, ‘ADRIAN BELL 1901-1980’ in Steve Hare, ed., Father & Son, 
Penguin Collectors' Society Press, to be found at ‘Penguin Books’ publication extract 
<http://www.penguin.co.uk/static/cs/uk/0/collectors/extract.html> [accessed 08/05/11]. 
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slogan ‘Put a Puffin in your Pocket’, a decision which Webb described with hindsight as 
‘rather disastrous’ since ‘lots of people thought we meant without paying’.42 Typically, 
she then made use of the faux pas – possibly exaggerated for re-telling to Club members 
– as a springboard for a competition to think of next year’s slogan. 
Webb’s ‘Editor’s letter’ advocates making good choices in order to gain the most from 
the reading journey. She speaks of choosing ‘wisely’ and says that the magazine will help 
readers to do this. There is an explicit linking of Puffin Post with making the right 
reading choices, although there is also the clear idea that the books will be entertaining, 
and ‘the sort of books you really like’. Reading is presented as a pleasure which stretches 
the mind while providing amusement. This was, however, very much in tune with the 
prevailing educational view that good reading material is an essential part of the 
civilising and maturation process of children as they grow up. She had a mission to get 
the right book to the right child, but this was in order for them to love reading and benefit 
from the experience of loving reading, rather than primarily to learn certain specific 
lessons. In doing so she drew on her own memories of herself as a child for the elements 
which she felt that Puffin Post readers would enjoy. 
In addition to promoting a love of reading, the magazine encouraged a certain sort of 
reading experience: a Puffin experience. By providing articles and fiction which 
conformed to the same high standards as Puffin books Webb was reinforcing the idea that 
all reading material could conform to certain values. By surrounding the text with 
humorous illustrations, jokes and cartoons, Webb was also showing that reading could be 
fun without a loss of standards. This was in contrast to many of the magazines and 
comics available – then, as now – which were often perceived by adults as being rubbish; 
at best a waste of time and at worst a corrupting influence.43 To read Puffin Post was to 
experience Puffinness condensed down to its essence. The readers were assumed to be 
eager and to have intellectual curiosity. These characteristics were catered for by material 
which might whet the appetite for more books by the same authors or about similar 
                                                 
42 ‘Puffin Place Competition set by Kaye’, Puffin Post, 6:1 (1972), p. 24. 
43 Attitudes to comics and magazines have varied greatly. For a history of children’s magazines, see Kirsten 
Drotner, English Children and their Magazines, 1751-1945 (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 
1988). George H. Pumphrey, Children’s Comics: A Guide for Parents and Teachers (London: Epworth 
Press, 1955) classifies comics from ‘No Objections’ to ‘Very Objectionable’. By the 1960s there was a 
more relaxed opinion among some adults about the reading of ‘rubbish’.   
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subjects. This in turn encouraged identification with the Puffin brand and promoted the 
sense of community, since reading-tastes would converge. Unconsciously, Puffineers 
were imbibing the idea that good reading means more than just reading the book; it is 
possible – and desirable – to discover more about the process of writing or illustrating or 
culture generally; to discover where different authors found their inspiration or how much 
research was necessary for a particular story.  
Exposure to foreign culture – a broad Puffin aim – was achieved in the first issue with 
two short stories, Big Business by the Indian writer Ruskin Bond and The Bird Girl by 
New Zealander Margaret Mahy. At this point there was no direct Puffin author link with 
Mahy or Bond; they were simply good writers. In the mid-1970s both had at least one 
book published on the Puffin list. 44 Although neither book is in translation their selection 
reflects a natural ease with foreign literature on the Puffin list. Translated literature did 
appear, for instance in the form of a Vietnamese folk tale, ‘A Name for a Kitten’.45 Tove 
Jansson – a Finn who wrote in Swedish – and the Moomin books were featured in 
numerous reviews by children, and an author interview highlighted her Scandinavian 
background.46 A story by Alf Prøysen, author of the Mrs Pepperpot books, featured in the 
same issue as a game based on an illustration from Edith Unnerstad’s The Urchin
(1964).47 An article about Erich Kästner publicised his new Puffin, Emil and the Three 
Twins (1935), and informed readers that ‘under the Nazi regime, Kästner’s books were 
confiscated and burned: his democratic views were not liked by the Nazis. It was only 
after the Second World War that he was again allowed to be published in Germany’.48  
Informing and Inspiring 
Webb wrote that she ‘[a]imed to encourage children’s reading and love of books and to 
give them a medium for getting their writing published and to encourage literary and 
                                                 
44 The books were: Ruskin Bond, Angry River (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1974), and Margaret Mahy, The 
Bus Under the Leaves (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1975). 
45
Puffin Post 4:2 (1970). 
46 Tove Jansson, Finn Family Moomintroll (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1961) [1950] and others.  
47 Alf Prøysen, Little Old Mrs Pepperpot, (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1961) [1959] and others; Edith 
Unnerstad, The Urchin (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967) [1964]. 
48 Kurt Maschler, ‘The Man Who Thought of Emil and the Detectives’, Puffin Post 2:1 (1968), pp. 16-17. 
Erich Kästner, Emil and the Three Twins (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1968) [1935]. 
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artistic pursuits – largely through the Club magazine Puffin Post’.49 Informing and 
inspiring were the two central strands of the Puffin Club and Puffins themselves. 
Informing 
Webb used a variety of different methods in the magazine to inform readers about books. 
These ranged from the general to the very targeted but the different approaches all had 
the same end in view: to guide readers to new books which they would enjoy and which 
would be of the appropriate high quality. This did not always mean directing them to 
newly published books, or even Puffin books; particularly in the early years of the club it 
was not unusual for a list of suggestions to include books from outside the Puffin stable, 
merely identifying the Puffin books with an asterisk. For example, author and critic John 
Rowe Townsend wrote an article on the inspiration behind Gumble’s Yard (1961) and at 
the end recommended some similarly realistic books.50 Of the eight listed, five were 
published by Puffin at that time; a sixth was published by them in 1970. Later, perhaps 
appreciating the benefits of excluding rival publishers, the inclusion of non-Puffin books 
became much less common, but it is clear that, initially at least, Webb’s primary concern 
was to bring more books to her readers’ attention; who published them was secondary.51  
Puffin Post tended to use people directly involved in creating children’s books as 
inspiration for readers, but the first also featured celebrities from outside the literary 
world, demonstrating a key difference between Puffin Post and some contemporaneous 
publications for adolescents. One of the aims of the magazine was ‘persuading you that 
what you read is important’, she wrote.52 In the first issue, the ‘persuading’ was done by 
‘asking a lot of interesting, nice and talented people to tell you what they read when they
were young’. With hindsight, the choice of celebrities seems rather staid and earnest, both 
in comparison with other publications of the time and with today’s use of celebrities. 
Webb asked Joyce Grenfell, Malcolm Muggeridge, Yehudi Menuhin, Christopher Fry, C. 
Walter Hodges and Harry Secombe to list their favourite books. While they were 
                                                 
49 Kaye Webb, ‘History Of Puffin Books’, typescript, [1972], SS, KW/07/04/08/02f.1. 
50 John Rowe Townsend, Gumble’s Yard (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967) [1961]. John Rowe Townsend, 
‘How I Write My Books’, Puffin Post, 1: 2 (1967), p. 4. 
51 This fits Webb’s assertion that the relationship between editors from different publishers was friendly 
and helpful; see Reynolds and Tucker, ‘Interview with Kaye Webb’ in Oral Archives, p. 375. 
52 ‘What’s in this Issue’, Puffin Post, 1:1 (1967), p. 1. 
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undeniably famous names, their fame was rather less exciting and more adult than the 
fame of the pop stars and other celebrities found in teenage magazines of the period, 
suggesting that through Puffin Post Webb was seeking to create an elite literary 
community by targeting a very clever and aspirational group of readers. In comparison, 
Jackie, a teen magazine with a similar average readership age of between 10 and 14, 
carried regular interviews with pop stars, although this was more a way of enhancing the 
profile of the pop star, than providing a role model for readers.53 Of the six original Puffin 
Club celebrities, only the author and illustrator C. Walter Hodges was directly connected 
with children and reading.54
Using influential adults to recommend books was just one method employed by Webb 
to inform her readers and encourage them to read from the backlist. The simplest and 
most obvious way in which she kept readers up to date with new books was the regular 
use of the back cover of the magazine to provide publication dates together with cover 
photographs of all Puffin books to be published in the coming three months. The number 
varied but was generally nine titles or more. Effectively this was a straightforward 
advertisement: it simply alerted readers to forthcoming publications. This is a marketing 
tactic which does not need a magazine for it to work; a simple poster or insert could 
provide the same information and be spread widely, and indeed dump bins in bookshops 
were used to reiterate the message (see Figure 17). However, with a magazine at her 
disposal, Webb was able to provide other sorts of information on the inside pages which 
built on the marketing by reinforcing the names of the books and their creators and gave 
the readers a sense of involvement in the Puffin community. 
                                                 
53 Angela McRobbie, ‘Jackie Magazine: Romantic Individualism and the Teenage Girl’,  
<http://www.gold.ac.uk/media/jackie-magazine.pdf > [accessed 10/01/11] p. 8. 
54 The other five were: Joyce Grenfell, actress; Malcolm Muggeridge, author and TV personality; Yehudi 
Menuhin, violinist; Christopher Fry, playwright, and Harry Secombe, comedian. ‘Writing in this issue’, 
Puffin Post 1: 1 (1967), inside front cover. 
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Figure 17 A dump bin for Puffin Books which advertises the Puffin Club. The text says: ‘pssst Heard about 
the Puffin Club? 
all these puffin books hold the secret of how to join  
pick one and get your entry form 
the password is PUFFIN’. By this stage the offending word ‘psychedelic’ had disappeared. 
The books on display include seven which were newly published in Puffin in 1967 and also publicised on 
the back cover of Puffin Post 1: 1 (1967) together with five books from the backlist.  
From 1967: Hugh Lofting: The Story of Doctor Dolittle, Doctor Dolittle’s Post Office, The Voyages of 
Doctor Dolittle and Doctor Dolittle’s Zoo; C. Walter Hodges: The Namesake; Madeleine l’Engle A Wrinkle 
in Time; Anthony Buckeridge Our Friend Jennings. 
Already in print with Puffin: E. Nesbit, The Railway Children (Puffin: 1960); Will James, Smoky (Puffin: 
1941); Paul Berna, A Hundred Million Francs (Puffin: 1960); Dodie Smith, The Hundred and One 
Dalmatians (Puffin: 1961) and Norman Hunter, The Incredible Adventures of Professor Branestawm
(Puffin: 1947). 
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As well as recommendations from adults, book reviews by children featured regularly 
in Puffin Post. The second issue of Puffin Post carries six reviews on a page set aside for 
Club members’ reviews and poems.55 The reviewers, two boys and four girls, are aged 
between a very precise 10¾ and 13, and the books reviewed are all published by Puffin: 
J. Meade Falconer’s Moonfleet (1898; 1962), Margaret Irwin’s Still She Wished For 
Company (1924; 1963), Will James’s Smoky (1926; 1941), and three published in 1967 
which had appeared on the back cover of the previous issue of Puffin Post: A Wrinkle in 
Time (1962) by Madeleine L’Engle, The Voyages of Doctor Dolittle (1923) by Hugh 
Lofting and The Namesake by C. Walter Hodges (1964).56 This review of Smoky shows 
one child reader’s response to the book: 
I think Smoky is an excellent book for children of about 11. The beginning is very 
exciting and contains some useful information. The outline of the story of Smoky
is how he is reared up, caught and then becomes famous. 
This book as you may think [sic] is only written for horse lovers; but this is not 
so. I think everybody should at least start reading it, but the middle could be 
improved. I myself thought it was a well written book and the story itself was 
very good. I am a person that hates western books, but I couldn’t put this book 
down. 
Philip Raven 10¾  
That a young child will write and send in a review of a book is already a sign of 
commitment to reading as a community experience, and suggests that Webb was correct 
in her belief that Puffineers would appreciate their own space in Puffin Post. Philip is not 
afraid to be critical of the middle of the book and Webb is not afraid to publish an honest 
opinion. The review is thoughtful and not merely a précis of the story. It is clear that 
Philip has had sufficient curiosity and perseverance to read a book in a genre which he 
usually dislikes, get through a middle section which did not particularly engage him, and 
as a result has discovered to his initial surprise that the book was exciting. Now he is 
                                                 
55 ‘Poets and Reviewers This Page Reserved Members’ Writing Only’, Puffin Post, 1:2 (1967), p. 8. 
56 J. Meade Falconer, Moonfleet (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1962) [1898]; Margaret Irwin, Still She Wished
For Company (Harmondsworth: Peacock, 1963) [1924]; Will James, Smoky (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 
1941) [1926]; Madeleine L’Engle, A Wrinkle in Time (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967) [1962]; Hugh 
Lofting, The Voyages of Doctor Dolittle (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967) [1923]; C. Walter Hodges, The 
Namesake (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967) [1964]. 
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encouraging fellow readers to take the plunge. This is precisely the message which Puffin 
hopes its readers will receive. 
While reviews and photographs of forthcoming title-covers provided information on 
books, Puffin Post did not just inform readers about books, but provided information 
about authors and illustrators too. They were described as ‘[y]our authors; we want you 
to know what they are like’ (emphasis in original), setting up a feeling of belonging, 
relationship - even possession of the Puffin stable of writers and artists.57 It can be 
difficult to appreciate how special this would have felt in 1967 and for the next decade or 
so, since today authors and illustrators regularly tour, visit schools, blog, tweet and 
maintain websites. Their virtual presence is available at the click of a button, and 
knowledge of how and why they write, draw and create is easily ascertained. When 
Puffin Post was launched, however, there was much less ready access to famous people. 
This is another instance of Kaye Webb’s drawing on previous experience on behalf of her 
Puffin readers, recognising that for keen readers, meeting an author might be as exciting 
as meeting a film actor was for a keen film-goer. Two of her earliest jobs involved 
answering readers’ questions on, and gathering information on, film stars, so she had 
experience of bringing stars and public a little closer. She also knew from her own 
experience what it was like to want to know more about an author. As a teenager, Webb 
had become fascinated by an author whom she saw on holiday in Guernsey when she was 
sixteen, and followed round the island in order to discover more about him. Aged twelve 
she kept a photograph of poet Walter de la Mare, whom she greatly admired, in her 
school desk.58 Webb used a variety of tactics to inform readers about writers and their 
writing. One was the ‘Meet Your Author’ column in which Puffin authors were 
interviewed; many of the writers and illustrators that were featured in Puffin Post
interviews underline Puffin’s commitment to publishing quality fiction as indicated in 
table 4 below.  
Author Examples of Puffin books Award-
winning 
Author
Still in Print 
                                                 
57 ‘Editor’s Letter’, Puffin Post, 1:1 (1967), p. 1. 
58 Both incidents are mentioned in Kaye Webb, typed notes for a speech, n.d., SS, KW/11/03/11.  
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Author Examples of Puffin books Award-
winning 
Author
Still in Print 
Richard Adams Watership Down  
Nina Bawden Carrie’s War   
Elisabeth 
Beresford 
The Wombles and sequels  
Paul Berna A Hundred Million Francs 
Susan Cooper The Dark is Rising sequence  
Alan Garner Elidor   
Cynthia Harnett The Wool-Pack  
Rosemary Harris The Moon in the Cloud 
Tove Jansson59 Finn Family Moomintroll
series 

Diana Wynne 
Jones 
A Charmed Life  
Gene Kemp The Turbulent Term of Tyke 
Tiler 
 
Ursula Le Guin A Wizard of Earthsea and 
sequels 
 
Jan Mark Thunder and Lightnings 
William Mayne A Parcel of Trees 
Mary Norton The Borrowers and sequels  
Philippa Pearce Tom’s Midnight Garden  
Jan Pienkowski Meg and Mog books  
Dodie Smith 101 Dalmatians 
Catherine Storr Marianne Dreams 
Rosemary Sutcliff The Eagle of the Ninth  
Jill Paton Walsh The Emperor’s Winding Sheet  
Table 4 shows indicators of excellence and longevity for a selection of authors interviewed in Puffin 
Post.60
                                                 
59 Although Jansson has not won a prize from the list given with the table, she was awarded the Hans 
Christian Andersen Award in 1966; this prestigious award is given by IBBY (International Board on Books 
for Young People). 
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Authors might also write in the magazine about where they got their inspiration. For 
example in the first issue an article by Barbara Sleigh explained how she got the idea for 
Carbonel (1955) by observing cats from her kitchen window.61 Years later [c. 1970s] 
Webb received a letter which provided proof that the methods she employed in Puffin 
Post did indeed interest readers in new books: ‘I was enraptured by the letter from 
Worzel Gummidge and fascinated by Barbara Sleigh’s account of how ‘Carbonel’ came 
to be written. Those prompted me to read the books’.62 On another occasion Roy Brown 
and Joan Aiken talked about the background and setting of their latest books to show that 
‘[n]o good author ever writes about places he [sic] does not know’.63 Strategic placement 
of these informative but readable articles enabled authors’ profiles to be raised at a 
moment when they had a new book being published by Puffin, and also provide insights 
into the creative process, often imparting understanding of the extent to which good 
writing is based on research, inspiration and thought. Roy Brown, for instance, explains 
that for his book The Viaduct (1967) ‘[t]he railway setting is as true as I could make it. 
The artist and I spent a great deal of time walking up and down beside the viaduct’.64
Puffin Post was a subtle marketing tool that created a sense of connection between 
reader and author with a view to encourage reading works by featured writers. For 
instance, when the first three books of Joan Aiken’s Wolves of Willoughby Chase
sequence (1962-2005) were about to be published by Puffin, the Spring issue of Puffin 
Post carried a short story by Aiken: ‘All You’ve Ever Wanted’.65 Later this story was 
published by Puffin in a volume of Aiken’s short stories, but at the time it was only 
available in a hardback collection and so Puffineers were being given a bonus. Similarly, 
                                                                                                                                                 
60 All authors listed in the table had some of their work published by Puffin. For each person the table 
provides an example of their work in Puffin, indicates if any of their work has been commended in, or 
awarded, one or more of the major English language children’s book or illustration prizes and shows 
whether or not it is still in print. The list of prizes is: the Boston Globe-Horn Book Award, the Carnegie 
Medal, the Guardian Award, the Newbery Medal, the Other Award, the Kate Greenaway Medal and the 
Whitbread Award. An author is considered to be in print if one work is still currently published even if the 
publisher is no longer Puffin. 
61 Barbara Sleigh, Carbonel (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1961) [1955]. 
62 Kate Maull to Kaye Webb, [c. 1970s], SS, KW/07/05/02/85. 
63 ‘The Place is Important’, Puffin Post, 3:2 (1969), pp. 18-19. 
64 Roy Brown, The Viaduct (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1969) [1967]. The artist was James Hunt. 
65 The first three books in the sequence are: Joan Aiken, The Wolves of Willoughby Chase 
(Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1968) [1962]; Black Hearts in Battersea (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1968) [1965]; 
Night Birds on Nantucket (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1969) [1966]. ‘All You’ve Ever Wanted’, in All But a 
Few (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1974).  
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an article by Ursula Moray Williams on the house in which she grew up mentions in 
passing that she used part of the grounds of the house as the setting for a recent short 
story: ‘Terry’s Tree’. (See Figures 18, 19, 20 and 21.) This story was about to be 
published in The Friday Miracle and Other Stories, a collection of new writing by Puffin 
authors to raise money for the Save the Children Fund.66 Interestingly the annotated 
typescript for the story in Moray Williams’ archive suggests that Webb may have added 
the Puffin details at the editing stage. The typescript is headed ‘I Lived in This House’ 
and is slightly longer than the version which was published in Puffin Post. In the editing 
process some slight alterations have been made moving odd sentences or by making 
occasional cuts, but the more telling alterations are the details which enhance its 
relevance to Puffin books. For example the original typescript does not contain the two 
sentences about the setting for ‘Terry’s Tree’; neither does it compare the house to one in 
The Four-Storey Mistake (1955) by Elizabeth Enright, which Puffin had published two 
years previously. The published version of the article is re-titled ‘Just Right for a Puffin 
Party’, tying the story more obviously to the Puffin Club. The snappier title cannot be 
seen as a distortion of Moray Williams’ intention since she begins her article by saying ‘I 
wish I could give a Puffin party in the house where I was brought up’, and ends by 
reiterating this desire: ‘[b]ut I do wish I could have given a Puffin party in the place’.67
However, this and the insertion of the mention of the forthcoming Puffin book 
demonstrate how Webb maximised opportunities to promote while entertaining readers 
and increasing their feeling of belonging to the Puffin community. 
                                                 
66 The Friday Miracle and Other Stories, Kaye Webb, ed., (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1969). 
67 Ursula Moray Williams, ‘Just Right for a Puffin Party’, Puffin Post, 3:3 (1969), pp. 15-16.  
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Figure 18 Ursula Moray Williams, typescript ‘I Lived in This House’, UMW/04/02/12.f.1, Seven Stories. 
If the typescript is compared with the published article it can be seen that Webb’s changes include 
introducing the name of an extra Puffin book, The Four-Storey Mistake by Elizabeth Enright (1967).68
                                                 
68 Elizabeth Enright, The Four-Storey Mistake (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967) [1955]. 
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Figure 19 Ursula Moray Williams, ‘Just Right for a Puffin Party’, Puffin Post, 3:3 (1969), p. 15. 
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Figure 20 Ursula Moray Williams, typescript ‘I Lived in This House’, UMW/04/02/12.f.5, Seven Stories.
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Figure 21 Ursula Moray Williams, ‘Just Right for a Puffin Party’, Puffin Post, 3:3 (1969), p. 16.
Previews, specially written pieces and snippets of inside information whetted readers’ 
appetites. All these methods were well targeted and encouraged readers to feel that the 
club was a real community and that they were on the inside, with privileged information. 
Additionally, club members were given exclusive features analogous to the bonus 
material found on today’s DVDs. For example, a 1973 volume of Puffin Post featured a 
chapter by Roald Dahl which was ‘one of several chapters that were originally included 
in “Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.” But there were too many naughty children in the 
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earlier versions of the book, so one by one, these chapters had to be dropped’.69 Dahl’s 
book came out in Puffin in Spring 1973 and so members of the Puffin Club not only 
knew to look for it but had the unusual opportunity to read something to which no other 
readers of the book had access. The Dahl story also provided a springboard for the 
accompanying ‘Nasty Child’ competition in which readers had ‘to invent another nasty 
child with another nasty habit’ in the spirit of the book.70 The extra chapter was published 
by Puffin in a ‘Pocket Money Puffin’, Spotty Powder and Other Splendiferous Secrets, in 
2010 as part of the celebration of 70 years of Puffin books.71 In a similar example Peter 
Dickinson, a writer who regularly contributed to Puffin Post, provided a specially-written 
story about a character in his new book Annerton Pit (1977).72  
From the very first issue, Webb used information from Puffin authors both to promote 
their books and to inspire Puffin Club members in their own creative work; an example 
of this which also demonstrates the high standards which she set for her readers can be 
found in C. Walter Hodges’ The Namesake (1964).73 Hodges was a distinguished writer 
and illustrator of historical fiction which, as the next chapter explains, was a particularly 
influential genre in the period of Kaye Webb’s editorship of Puffin. The Namesake, set in 
the time of King Alfred, was one of thirteen listed on the back cover of the first issue of 
Puffin Post. Characteristically, it was used both as content for the magazine and to 
advertise a forthcoming Puffin and its author. Hodges was one of six celebrities who 
provided examples of their favourite books and thus had a contributor’s photograph on 
the inside of the front cover. His article reveals as much about the assumptions made by 
Webb and her team about the interests and abilities of their readers as it does about its 
topic. Hodges writes about the importance and limits of historical accuracy, 
acknowledging that the illustrator’s version of history effectively comprises a fiction 
based on relics such as flint stones, cooking pots, spears.  
                                                 
69 Roald Dahl, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1973) [USA: 1964; UK: 
1967]; Roald Dahl, ‘Spotty Powder’, Puffin Post, 7:1 (1973), pp. 8-10. 
70 ‘A Nasty Child: Competition set by Roald Dahl’, Puffin Post, 7:1 (1973), p. 10. 
71 Roald Dahl, Spotty Powder and Other Splendiferous Secrets (London: Puffin, 2010). 
72 Peter Dickinson, ‘Lost Dog’, Puffin Post, 13:1 (1979), pp. 6-8. Peter Dickinson, Annerton Pit
(Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1979) [1977]. 
73 C. Walter Hodges, The Namesake (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967) [1964]. 
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In his piece Hodges encourages Club members to ask questions and consider how to 
find answers: 
[…] So one’s Anglo-Saxon England in this instance – perhaps in all instances of 
‘historical’ reconstruction – is really an artistic creation, for better or for worse. 
But still one tries to be honest. One wishes to give some insight which will lead 
towards a recognition of the truth, even if it is not quite true in itself. Besides it is 
all part of the interest of the job to find out about ‘right’ sorts of axes, brooches, 
cloaks, houses, even if in the end they come out à la Hodges. No artist can help 
that; and nobody at all can tell him what was the absolute truth.74    
 This attitude chimes with an attribute of Puffinness in relation specifically to historical 
fiction; exciting and readable stories needed to be underpinned with accurate and 
thorough research. Because the book is set in a period of history – the time of King 
Alfred – which is less-well documented than more recent eras, the research and the 
distinction between fact and educated guess is an important part of Hodges’s article. He 
justifies the work, giving it credibility within the prevailing expectations of the genre and 
at the same time fleshing out some background information to help readers understand 
the setting. Hearing first-hand about how an illustrator undertakes research encourages 
readers to think about the creative process rather than taking it for granted. In this case it 
also gave rise to another competition based on researching a historical novel that 
encouraged Puffineers to put the skills they had read about to the test.  
The challenging competition based on Hodges’s book and article is another source of 
evidence about the kind of reader being addressed in Puffin Post. The task was to 
research and write a story inspired by ‘some special historic “relic” which pleases you 
and sets your imagination working’.75 The instructions were very specific about what this 
would entail, and in recognition of the scale of the undertaking, advised working in a 
group – again evidence of a community of Puffin readers. However, the entrants, whether 
in groups or not, were told that the inspiring relic or relics ‘must be things you’ve actually 
seen’(emphasis in the original).76 The task, then, entailed visiting a museum, historic 
house, church or graveyard. ‘Then do all the reading and research you can about the 
period in history you have chosen and, when you think you’ve got enough facts or clues, 
                                                 
74 C. Walter Hodges, ‘How an Artist Draws History’, Puffin Post, 1:1 (1967), pp. 6-7. 
75 ‘A Day on the Town’, Puffin Post, 1:1 (1967), p. 8. 
76 ‘A Day on the Town’, Puffin Post, 1:1 (1967), p. 8. 
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start writing’.77 The competition closed four months after the magazine was published – 
an indication of how much time it was assumed readers would need to complete the task 
successfully - and the story was to be between 1,250 and 2,000 words long. Additionally, 
all sources of information were to be given as proof of research. The story had to be set 
before 1900 and ‘it must be connected with a definite episode in the history of your 
county’.78 Entrants were to be aged between ten and fifteen. This competition demanded 
commitment, initiative, time and effort, as well as flair and imagination. The fact that the 
competition placed such emphasis on relics and real places is recognition of the way in 
which history was coming to be seen as a narrative constructed round artefacts. The 
results of the competition were announced in the third issue of Puffin Post. Rosemary 
Sutcliff judged the entries, and the opening paragraph of the winning piece was printed in 
the magazine. Sutcliff’s report said that the winner, Nicolette Bannister, 
did a tremendous amount of research into her subject, a plotting at Lesnes Abbey 
during the thirteenth century. In Erith Museum she found a copy of an instruction 
from King John offering his barons safe conduct. […] To get completely 
authentic setting and background, she pored through many historical books – 
including The History and Topographical Survey of the County of Kent by 
Edward Hasted – 1793 edition! She visited the sites, ferreted through Erith 
museum and church and gradually began to live the period herself.79   
This competition was unusually demanding, even by the high standards of Webb and her 
colleagues in the Puffin Club, but it was not the Puffin way to accept low standards or to 
be complacent about achievement. There were reports on all competitions which did not 
simply list the winners; they provided feedback as well. Entries would receive lavish 
praise when appropriate, and might merit extra prizes, as when Jill McDonald reported on 
a ‘design a cover’ competition: ‘[i]t is extremely difficult to pick just fifteen pictures out 
of so many that are good. (Actually, I had to make it eighteen.)’80 But judges were quite 
capable of expressing disappointment too. Hans Schmoller – Penguin’s distinguished 
typographer and book designer – was the judge for a handwriting competition and 
                                                 
77 ‘A Day on the Town’, Puffin Post, 1:1 (1967), p. 8. 
78 Earlier in the magazine, the information said ‘your own country’, but it seems to be most likely that 
‘county’ is what was meant.   
79 Rosemary Sutcliff, ‘Voyage of Discovery’, Puffin Post, 1:3 (1967), p. 18. 
80 ‘Competition Winners’, Puffin Post, 1: 4 (1967), p. 21. 
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reported: ‘rather fewer entries than last year, and, alas, this time there were no really 
outstanding ones’.81
Inspiring: ‘We Want You To Write For It As Well’  
- ‘Editor’s letter’, Puffin Post, 1:1 (Spring 1967), p. 1. 
As the historical fiction competition shows, like reading, creativity was a highly valued 
quality in Puffin Post, and Puffin members’ own work was always given a prominent 
place. From the outset Webb solicited readers’ contributions directly, and many – 
although not all – of the competitions were creative in form. In the first issue alone, older 
readers were invited to provide an alternative ending to Margaret Mahy’s story and to 
imagine the reaction of the animals in the Dr Dolittle books to news of a new voyage; 
under eights could produce a poem or painting of someone whom they liked and who 
helped them. Puffin Club staff wanted readers to provide a motto for the club and to 
invent seven rules which Puffins – the birds, rather than the books, in this instance – 
might adopt in a colony. The invitation to provide endings to stories became a recurring 
feature in the early volumes. Puffineers were given the chance to finish stories by Alan 
Garner, Quentin Blake and Leon Garfield, for example. 82 Prize-winning entries to the 
competitions in Puffin Post were then exhibited at annual Puffin Exhibitions, thus 
ensuring winners’ work a second exposure.  
The Puffin Exhibition was a spin-off from Puffin Post. Usually held in London, it 
lasted for ten or twelve days. It was attended by large numbers of children from all over 
the country. In 1974 the Exhibition received over 15,000 visitors.83 As well as displaying 
the work of Puffineers, the exhibition provided entertainment, opportunities to meet 
authors and illustrators, creative activities and books for sale. In many ways it was a 
visual representation of the Puffin Club. As usual, Webb’s circle of friends, family and 
vague contacts enabled the exhibition to take place on a shoestring. The Club, including 
the exhibition, was hugely successful in terms of creating a community of readers, but 
Webb had to justify its existence to the Penguin Board in financial terms. In May 1974 
she drew up an interim paper entitled ‘The Future of the Puffin Club’ for discussion at a 
                                                 
81 ‘Handwriting Winners’, Puffin Post, 4: 2 (1970), p. 28. 
82 See Puffin Posts 1:3, 4:1 and 4:2. 
83 Kaye Webb, 20 May 1974, ‘The Future of the Puffin Club’, typescript, SS, KW/07/04/08/03.f.2. 
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Board meeting.84 It shows that the Exhibition did – just – make money: it cost ‘around 
£2,000’ to put on that year and sold books worth £2,016. Additionally, as Webb pointed 
out, the activities generated a large amount of free publicity in local newspapers and 
radio stations, with occasional television coverage too. However the Club as a whole ran 
at a loss.  
Odway: How an Elizabethan dog inspired a community of writers 
Although Puffin Club members responded enthusiastically to invitations to be creative, 
and the standard for competition entries could be high, there was disappointment when 
children sent in writing about the same subjects over and over again: subjects such as cats 
or the elements.85 As Webb pointed out in a speech about Odway, the problem was not 
that the writing was necessarily poor quality; indeed, at times it was ‘thoughtful, 
sometimes imaginative’.86 However, ‘it’s quite hard to be original about things that have 
been celebrated so often’; moreover, there was concern that much of the writing stemmed 
from school essays and class work. The suspicion that schools were sending in the better 
essays on set subjects did not accord with the vision of creativity for Puffin readers or for 
Puffin Club members. It was decided that the standard had to be improved, and typically, 
the reasons for doing so were more about developing the skills of the Puffin community 
than improving the bottom line. As so often when it came to the Puffin Club, there was 
no obvious commercial benefit to the determination to improve readers’ skills and 
creativity.  
                                                 
84 Ibid. 
85 Kaye Webb, annotated typescript draft of speech on Odway, [n.d.] SS, KW/07/04/03/01. 
86 Ibid. 
183
Figure 22 The first appearance of Odway and a ‘Thinks Bubble’, Puffin Post 4:1 (1970).
To combat the ‘singularly repetitious’ nature of submissions, the Puffin Post team 
introduced Odway, a character who became a significant feature in the pages of the 
magazine. (See Figure 22 above.) ‘Odway was a dog who had Thinks Bubbles 
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Troubles’87 To anyone not versed in Puffin Club lore, this statement probably sounds 
baffling. Odway was the creation of illustrator Jill McDonald. From his first appearance 
in the Spring 1970 number of Puffin Post, Puffin Club members were asked to help 
Odway articulate his ideas because they got stuck in his mind. For some reason Odway 
spoke in a kind of cod-Elizabethan, and on occasion he was pictured wearing an 
Elizabethan-style ruff. He introduced himself through a letter addressed to Kaye Webb 
that humorously sums up the regard in which she was held by members: 
To ye Pre-eminent Puffin of ye Puffin Club and Harmondswth.  
Dear Yr. Majesty, Yr. Queenship, Yr. Grace or Madame, It having recently come 
to my ears that ye Puffin Post will henceforward be plumper and more pagey, and 
whereas I am afflicted by a strange disease whereby I keep getting ye THINKS 
bubbles coming out of my head I most humbly beg to pre-empt a couple of these 
extra pages in fond expectation that a cure may thereby be effected. To elaborate: 
This morning I have a big THINKS bubble of earth, not capital E-Earth 
otherwise known as ye World, but ye earthy earth in which ye dogs dig, ye seeds 
grow, ye bodies are buried, ye moles do live, ye treasures get lost and so on and 
such like; and I do feel that if ye doughty Puffineers could think upon and into 
this matter of ye earth in some depth then I might be mended of this affliction: 
tho’ doubtless further and other THINKS bubbles will plague me from time to 
time, alas! In earnest hope of a favourable dispensation, I do remain, 
Yrs. most faithfully 
Odway88
This quirky and perhaps rather oblique appeal for readers to be inspired by the subject of 
‘earth’ was clarified with two explanations of what was hoped for: 
The idea is what matters. Think all around the general idea of earth. When you 
get a thought that is special or new or nice put it down in whatever way seems 
best; it might make a poem, a short short story, a short short drama, a drawing, a 
cartoon, a comic strip, a photograph or even a single sentence […]  
EXPLANATION 
What all this means in plain honest print is that we’ve decided we might get more 
interesting and exciting entries if we gave you a THEME – just the beginning of 
an idea – which you could brood over and let blossom into whatever form you 
liked. 
                                                 
87 Kaye Webb, annotated typescript draft of speech on Odway, [n.d.] SS, KW/07/04/03/01. 
88 ‘To ye Pre-eminent Puffin’, Puffin Post, 4:1 (1970), p. 3. 
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The introduction of Odway and these detailed instructions clearly show the effort being 
put into promoting the creativity of Puffin Club members. These were supported with 
prizes: all those whose work was published received a certificate, designed by Jill 
McDonald and known as the “Dogstar of Great Merit (D.G.M)”, and a free Puffin book. 
The best entry overall also received an extra year’s membership of the Puffin Club free of 
charge. These are small rewards in financial terms but they further the feeling of being 
part of a community; it seems likely that the greatest incentive for Puffineers to enter the 
competition was the knowledge that their work might be published in the magazine, 
attracting the notice of others like themselves as well as that of their esteemed Queen 
Puffin, Kaye Webb. 
Odway was created to improve the standard of competition entries, but he illustrates 
the sense of humour, dominated by word-play that runs through Puffin Post. Puffineers 
sent in jokes to be published and a particular style of awful joke or word play became a 
characteristic of Puffin Post. A correspondent told Webb: ‘[m]y ability to make awful 
puns has increased due to reading so many terrible jokes in Puffin Post.’89 When she 
toured Australia and New Zealand in 1971 Webb was offered a collection of jokes and 
riddles by members of a children’s library. Webb sent back instructions about using them 
in the next issue of Puffin Post:  
[p]ut the questions on one page and the answers, upside down of course, on the 
other. It doesn’t really matter how bad they are as long as you put some in as I 
know all the kids are rallying round.90  
Webb used these jokes in speeches sometimes, to lighten the atmosphere, but they are 
also evidence of the pride she displayed in what were becoming her surrogate children in 
the club.  
Jill McDonald’s instantly recognisable black and white line-drawings complemented 
the jokes and were scattered through the magazines. McDonald’s design and ideas were 
integral to the character and success of Puffin Post. She was more than simply the 
illustrator; she was Webb’s chief collaborator. In 1980, after Webb’s retirement from 
                                                 
89 Thomas Schwarz to Kaye Webb, 1 February 1976, SS, KW/07/05/02/97. 
90 Kaye Webb typed transcript of tape beginning ‘Hi there! This is the Korkill home’, [May 1971] SS, 
KW/07/01/04/03/09f.4. 
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Puffin but while she was still editing the magazine, Webb suggested a meeting with 
McDonald which she hoped would result in a return to ‘the old, rather jokey and 
surprising feeling that the magazine used to have, when one couldn’t really be sure of the 
ingredients every issue, and I think one of the great assets that we had was our 
meetings’.91 McDonald’s small drawings gave a quirky, highly recognisable look to the 
magazine, enhancing the sense of community and belonging by reinforcing the 
uniqueness of the magazine. Some were used to illustrate regular columns in the 
magazine, for instance book reviews or the ‘Puddin’ Page’ – jokes, readers odd bits of 
information and similar items. Others were one-off illustrations for specific articles. 
Many other illustrators also contributed artwork for Puffin Post, among them, some 
names closely associated with Puffin Books such as Richard Kennedy, Antony Maitland, 
Pat Marriott and Janina Ede, but McDonald was the most visible and regularly used artist 
and hers was the ‘signature’ look of the magazine over the years until her death. It was 
not just her drawing: as the Odway letter suggests, she had a playful writing style and a 
sense of humour to match her idiosyncratic drawings. Webb was quick to acknowledge 
Jill McDonald’s contribution to Puffin Post, writing in her obituary that ‘her gaiety and 
empathy with children was the essence of every issue of its magazine’ and noting how 
‘[f]or fifteen years she managed, with consummate skill, to provoke thoughtful and 
creative contributions from children who responded to the call of Odway, a unique dog 
with philosophical problems’.92  
The competitions set via Odway were eccentrically imaginative. The published 
responses to the first competition on ‘Earth’ included several poems, two very short 
plays, and some general musings and observations. Two examples demonstrate some of 
the variety: 
I closed my eyes and heard the leaves stir as the rain slowly dripped from every 
sodden bough. The pungent smell of earth made my nostrils twitch. Murky, and 
yet a sharp smell. I could smell the leaves in it. The rotting acorns and the bark. I 
scooped up a handful. It felt warm and velvety… 93
                                                 
91 Kaye Webb, to Jill McDonald, 9 June 1980, SS, KW/07/04/02/03. 
92 Kaye Webb, ‘Obituary: Jill McDonald’, The Times, 8 January 1982, 
<http://archive.timesonline.co.uk/tol/viewArticle.arc?pageId=ARCHIVE-The_Times-1982-01-08-
10&articleId=ARCHIVE-The_Times-1982-01-08-10-019> [accessed 21/06/08]. 
93 Rosa Dunton, Puffin Post 4:2 (1970), p. 2. 
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Dear Odway, I looked in the telephone directory and found two surnames that 
might interest you: ‘Earthrowl’ and ‘Earthy.’ 94  
Some subjects were relatively general and straightforward: ‘bones’, ‘sand’, ‘rhinoceros’ 
or ‘egg’ for example. (See Figure 23 below.) Others were more specific: ‘aphis in ye pink 
rose’ or ‘teeny tiny view’. Some were poetic or philosophical and gave great scope for a 
multiplicity of responses. These included: ‘The Joys of Solitude The Agony of 
Loneliness’, ‘Performing to no avail’, ‘Something broken neatly mended’ and ‘Ye 
ampersand’. ‘Something broken neatly mended’ inspired a typical range of responses, 
from obvious subjects such as broken china to a piece about the reflection of the moon in 
a lake, seemingly broken when a frog swam through and rippled the surface of the water, 
then neatly mended as the water stilled when the frog had passed. Contributions featuring 
broken promises, broken law, a broken voice and a broken friendship all suggest that 
readers appreciated the challenge of the Odway thinks bubble and could respond in 
imaginative ways.  
Sometimes readers were presented with a ‘double bubble’ where two subjects were 
suggested. ‘Oh dear! A dichotomy! Which do I fancy?’ pondered Odway about the 
choice between ‘Ephemeral Delights’ and ‘Everlasting Joy’. This rich language 
underlines the assumption of a word-loving, literary readership with a sense of humour 
and a taste for being challenged intellectually. The encouragement to experiment was 
supported with McDonald’s own thoughts: 
EPHEMERAL DELIGHTS 
‘The rainbow comes and goes and lovely is the rose’…and ye Catherine wheel 
and fleeting sunset…Pretty carrier bags packages tickets and tags, to be briefly 
enjoyed but not kept…Lovely flighty fashion clothes, fun for a season 
only…Travelling light and not hoarding…Enjoying the moment… 
EVERLASTING JOY 
‘Rock of ages’, hills…oceans…ye very sun that shone on Solomon shines on 
me…Craftsmanship…building to endure. A Roman aqueduct still standing…A 
perfect spoon or spade or cradle handed on generation to generation. Putting 
down roots. Gathering precious junk… 
                                                 
94 Sally Cross, Puffin Post 4:2 (1970), p. 3. 
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The Odway pages provided bountiful ideas to spark off a response, but for those who did 
not wish to enter any work they were also enjoyable to read and ponder.95  
Figure 23 Jill McDonald, ‘Ye Egg’, Odway column, Puffin Post, 6:3 (1972), p. 3. 
Improved creativity was evident amongst all the budding ‘artists, historians, poets, 
puzzle solvers, faithful readers and philosophers’ who made up the Puffin Club 
community.96 While the club was the context for the magazine, it was Puffin Post itself 
which provided the focus for club members. This was where the growing community of 
readers was generated and where they communicated. In the early issues of the magazine, 
                                                 
95 ‘Odway’, Puffin Post, 5:3 (1971), p. 3. 
96 ‘Editor’s Letter’, Puffin Post, 1:1 (1967), p. 1. 
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there was a particularly collaborative feeling to the magazine, as the precise nature of the 
contents and the club rules was opened up for members’ contributions. This inclusiveness 
set the tone for the club. Communication was two-way, between Puffin staff and 
Puffineers, for not only did Puffin Post inspire readers, but readers also told Puffin staff 
about their likes, dislikes and desires. This constituted qualitative data of the highest 
order from their core readership.  
Conclusion 
One correspondent summed up what Puffin Club did for its members: 
Since I joined (a long time ago), I have turned into a compulsive reader, 
something for which the club is largely responsible.97
Anyway, I decided that I must write you a ‘nice letter’ because you most 
definately [sic] warrant one for 
(a) Encouraging reading 
(b) Getting rid of any bitterness 
(c) Bringing people together. 
(d) Excellent competitions 
(e) uncommercialism. 
(f) All your care. 
and many other things 98
Webb’s aims of informing and inspiring Puffin’s readers, of introducing them to new 
books, encouraging their own creativity and creating a community of readers from 
wherever Puffin books were available were spectacularly successful with the Puffin Club. 
Large numbers of members not only joined the club, but joined in wholeheartedly with 
the competitions and activities. Shy, bookish children made friends, through letters or 
through meeting, and the Club and its magazine became a cult, albeit a benign, middle-
                                                 
97 Letter to Kaye Webb from Puffin Club member, 15 January 1977, SS, KW/07/04/01/02/08. 
98 Letter to Kaye Webb from Puffin Club member, n.d., SS, KW/07/04/01/02/10. 
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class cult. Puffin Post readers did treat Puffin books like a self-contained series and read 
one after another, as a letter from a reader in Kuwait City shows: 
Here, I have read about 52 Puffins and I would like to find more. I have only 
managed to read these books from our schools [sic] library. Now, since I read all 
the Puffins found there, I am reading them all over again.99   
Allen Lane’s hope that Puffin books would serve as an introduction to Penguin books 
was also fulfilled, as a correspondent confirmed: ‘this Puffin has not died – she has 
passed on to the happy land of Penguins, having metamorphosed through Peacocks’.100
One direct and lasting benefit of the Club was to produce a group of highly literate 
readers, whose childhood reading shaped their lives; many subsequently gained positions 
from which they in turn have influenced the next generation of readers, as publishers, 
writers, teachers and librarians and book-loving parents. Webb was proud of this aspect 
of her achievement. When former members were contacted for the Puffin 50th birthday 
celebration she marked on their replies when they had gone on to make their careers in 
book-related jobs. After the celebrations a former club-member, by then a freelance 
reader for Tony Lacey at Viking books, wrote to Webb saying, ‘I only talked to one 
person whose job was totally unconnected with books’.101 Younger siblings and other 
younger Puffin readers who felt that they were missing out as a result of their age were 
eventually given a junior version of the club, The Egg! which was published from 1978-
1987. Webb continued to edit Puffin Post after her retirement but eventually it ceased 
publication. Its demise will be discussed in Chapter 8. 
The Puffin Club and Puffin Post were revived in January 2009 – an indication that the 
rationale for the club still holds even in an internet age. This time round the publication is 
managed by The Book People, targeting children from seven to thirteen years, but 
supported by, and closely associated with, Puffin. The content and identity of the 
magazine is modelled on the original Puffin Post and is likely to be read by a similarly 
middle-class constituency. An annual subscription is expensive, costing £45 at its launch, 
although the price includes six ‘free’ books through the year, chosen by the subscriber 
from a selection of current Puffin books.  
                                                 
99 Abdul Hay Soliman to Kaye Webb, n.d. [1977], SS, KW/07/04/01/03/15. 
100 Letter to Kaye Webb from Puffin Club member, 30 January 1977, SS, KW/07/04/01/02/06. 
101 Clare Stevens (née Diamond) to Kaye Webb, 13 July 1990, SS, KW/07/04/10/02/84.  
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The Puffin Club was hugely successful in providing a forum which brought together 
children who read in similar ways to each other and who formed a natural community of 
readers, whether or not they ever met in person. This community resembled a family in 
some ways, with Kaye Webb as the matriarch, and increasingly the club was a surrogate 
family for Webb, absorbing her and remaining a passionate concern. On her retirement 
from Puffin in 1979 she confided her disappointment at not having any grandchildren yet 
and linked this with her efforts for Puffin Club: ‘[i]t’s very disappointing – I shouldn’t 
have worried at all about what to do with my old age if I had grandchildren to look after – 
I suppose that’s why I’ve got so many in the Club’.102 The Club’s success was gratifying 
for Webb personally, and proved that ‘Puffinness’ could be appreciated and readers 
encouraged to search it out. Nevertheless such exclusivity created a potential tension: 
Webb hoped to encourage a more diverse range of Puffin readers and to make Puffin 
books as inclusive as possible. Ironically, she had been successful in opening up 
readership and book-buying through the creation of a club which could be seen as 
exclusive, despite its high membership numbers. In the next decade the general concern 
for more inclusive children’s books led to new experiments in realistic writing, and 
Puffin played a part in altering opinion about what were suitable topics for discussion in a 
children’s book. This development is the subject of Chapter 7.  
The creation of the Puffin Club in 1967 shows Puffin to be successful and innovative, 
leading the paperback book market, instigating new ideas for increasing reader numbers 
and thus sales and doing ‘more than a book publisher should do’.103 This had a wider 
importance than merely boosting Puffin sales, something which was recognised when 
Webb was awarded the Eleanor Farjeon prize. However it is not only the achievements of 
the Puffin Club which demonstrate Puffin’s strength during the late-1960s. Puffin’s 
reputation for quality and subsequent influence on what children read meant that a book’s 
longevity and place in the canon could be affected by whether or not it was published by 
Puffin. This was true across the spectrum of children’s books but it could also affect a 
                                                 
102 Kaye Webb to Muriel Alexander, 22 November 1979, SS, KW/07/06/02. Alexander was Webb’s 
secretary when she was deputy editor on Lilliput over 30 years previously.  
103 Kimberley Reynolds, ‘Interview with Liz Attenborough, Puffin Books, 8 February 1995’, in Oral 
Archives, 1-40, p. 7.  
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particular genre. In the next chapter I will show how Webb and Puffin were instrumental 
in shaping a resurgence in historical fiction for children. 
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Figure 24 KW/07/04/07/08/10r, Seven Stories. Front cover of flyer for the 12th Puffin Show.
194
 Figure 25 Puffin Club ephemera from the collection at Seven Stories, the Centre for Children's Books. 
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Chapter 6 
Historical Fiction in 1967 
One way in which to see the influence of Puffin is to look at the role it played in the 
rejuvenation of historical fiction. In taking note of the rise in quality of the writing 
available, and in her choices for the Puffin list, Webb influenced the direction of the 
genre over the 1960s and 1970s. Historical fiction had been a relatively neglected and 
under-valued type of writing in children’s literature in the earlier part of the twentieth 
century but was beginning to revive, as Margery Fisher notes, saying that by the 1960s 
‘historical stories for children are sure sellers from any publishing house and the standard 
of style, documentation and narrative is very high’.1 She contrasts this with the situation 
40 years earlier when it was considered to be a weak area of children’s literature but 
despite the improvement warns that: ‘there are relatively few stories that will swing and 
startle and electrify a child into real imaginative experience; we must find and hold fast 
those writers, past and present, who can provide such stories’.2 Hunt, with the advantage 
of hindsight, concurred: ‘historical fiction reached a peak […] in the ‘second golden 
age’.3 This chapter investigates the part Puffin played in the resurgence of interest in 
historical fiction, one of the genres associated with the highest quality literature of the 
1960s. An examination of historical fiction published in 1967 reveals a connection 
between publication by Puffin and achieving a degree of canonical longevity. Finally, an 
assessment of the reception of some of the most respected writers of historical fiction 
from this period provides an insight into the particular qualities which were most 
desirable in Puffin books. Focusing on 1967, the same year in which the Puffin Club was 
founded, shows just how dominant Puffin was as a force in children’s publishing at this 
point. 
With one or two exceptions – in particular the work of Geoffrey Trease – historical 
novels were old-fashioned in values and style, and often not particularly enjoyable for 
                                                 
1 Margery Fisher, Intent Upon Reading: A Critical Appraisal of Modern Fiction for Children 2nd rev. edn 
(Leicester: Brockhampton Press, 1964), p. 226. 
2 Fisher, Intent Upon Reading, p. 226. 
3 Peter Hunt, Children’s Literature (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), p. 133. 
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most readers. They tended to be viewed as didactic at a time when other genres were 
moving away from this style of writing and were experimenting with form and content. 
During the 1960s historical fiction began to be better written and more engaging; Trease 
observed the change which fifteen years had wrought on the genre when revising his 
critical survey of children’s literature, Tales Out of School.4 In the first edition of 1949 
Trease found historical fiction to be in a poor state. By the time he produced the second 
edition in 1964 he felt that this could be attributed in part to ‘prejudice, rather than 
reasoned dislike’ and to the prevailing belief that historical fiction was a demanding 
genre for children. This belief was however borne out by books that were ‘weighted 
down with unnecessary trappings inherited from [Sir Walter] Scott and [Harrison] 
Ainsworth’ which made them tedious and associated with lessons.5 In particular the 
language was often obscure in its effort to be accurate, and the didacticism could be 
extreme and completely overwhelm the story. By the 1960s writers were using a more 
accessible style of writing, though writers still aimed to instil an air of authenticity for the 
historical period. Trease played a significant part in developing this new tradition, 
through his own historical books for children.  
Following the lead of writers such as Trease and Rosemary Sutcliff, historical fiction 
became a way of investigating current concerns through the lens of the past rather than a 
way of re-living past glories or being merely a teaching aid. Trease noticed: 
[b]etter characterization, livelier action, less hackneyed subjects, more vivid 
backgrounds, a poetic power to evoke something that really is ‘atmosphere’ and 
not the reek of moth-balls – all these have combined to produce an astonishingly 
rich florescence of this genre.6
Eyre too welcomed ‘a dramatic improvement in the quality of historical fiction for 
children’, applauding the writing of authors including Rosemary Sutcliff, Ronald Welch 
and Stephanie Plowman, all of whom raised books to a standard ‘at which it almost 
ceases to become writing for children and becomes simply fiction of the highest quality, 
readable at any level’.7 Lewis concurred, commenting that historical novels were ‘good 
                                                 
4 Geoffrey Trease, Tales Out of School 2nd edn (London: Heinemann, 1964).  
5 Trease, Tales Out of School, p. 95. 
6 Trease, Tales Out of School, p. 97. 
7 Frank Eyre, British Children’s Books in the Twentieth Century, London: Longman, 1971), p. 31. 
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once again’.8 An examination of Lewis’s ‘best books’ lists for the years 1965, 1966 and 
1967 shows that she recommended an increasingly large number of historical fiction 
books: 32, 36 and 47 respectively; 115 over the three years. However, looking at the 
numbers of Puffin books amongst these, the number is surprisingly small: only 8, 6 and 
8; a total of 22 over the three years. This is unexpected, since both Puffin and historical 
fiction are so strongly associated with the type of quality writing that Lewis’s lists 
identified and promoted. In part these figures can be explained by the fact that some of 
the books on the lists were hardback and were later published by Puffin, or their authors 
have other books on the Puffin list. Overall this means that there is a strong Puffin 
connection which a particular year’s list does not reveal. However an interesting trend 
emerges when the authors from Lewis’s lists are compared with references to these same 
writers in three texts now regarded as standard works of reference; these are Frank 
Eyre’s, British Children’s Books in the Twentieth Century (1971); John Rowe 
Townsend’s, Written for Children (1974) and Humphrey Carpenter and Mari Prichard’s, 
The Oxford Companion to Children’s Literature (1984).9 It is apparent that the books 
which appear most frequently are the ones with the connections to Puffin. Using the year 
1967 as an example shows that although only approximately 17% of selected historical 
fiction in 1967 was published by Puffin, across all genres 60% of the authors can be 
classified as ‘Puffin authors’.10 Furthermore, when compared with appearances in the 
chosen works of reference, it becomes clear that not only was there a high proportion of 
Puffin authors associated with quality historical writing in the 1960s, but their 
significance continues into the next two decades. 
As is shown in Appendix B, of the 22 ‘Puffin authors’ recommended by Lewis in 
1967, thirteen receive two or more mentions between the three reference texts and only 
seven are not referred to at all. This contrasts with the remaining fourteen ‘non-Puffin 
                                                 
8 Naomi Lewis, The Best Children’s Books of 1965 (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1966), p. 8. 
9 These texts have been selected because each aims to cover a wide and representative range of children’s 
literature and between them they cover a period long enough to assess the longevity of the books in 
comparison to Webb’s period of editorship.  
10 47 historical fiction books, by 36 different authors, were selected as among the best books of the year. Of 
these, 8 books, by 6 different authors, were Puffin books at the time of selection. 
Of the 36 authors, 22 had at least one book published by Puffin, whether or not it was the one which 
appeared on the 1967 historical list, thus giving them a Puffin connection. The figures for 1967 extend a 
trend which is also visible in the preceding years.
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authors’: only three of their books are mentioned, and none of them appears in all three 
texts, with ten of the books chosen by Lewis receiving no mention at all. Of course, 
inclusion in a reference book is not a guarantee of quality or popularity and any 
appearance in one may be disparaging or fleeting. However, it is an indication of the 
desire to keep the book alive in a critical narrative of children’s literature, even if only as 
a measure of comparison. Therefore it is reasonable to attach some importance to whether 
or not a children’s historical fiction book is referred to, and to draw some tentative 
conclusions about why. Such a strong correlation between being a Puffin author and 
having entries in the text books is highly suggestive of a tacitly acknowledged link 
between Puffin, quality and a degree of longevity. The two obvious reasons why this 
might be the case are that Webb’s choices for Puffin were very astute, and a high 
proportion of them were successful, or that publication in Puffin assured some degree of 
longevity and success. It is not possible to say with certainty which of these reasons is 
correct, and there is probably an element of both at work. But it does seem to be the case 
that Puffin was influencing the long-term critical reception of historical fiction, by 
increasing the readership through paperback publication and through the alliance of the 
authors to the Puffin brand, and the assumption of reliability and quality which this 
carried.  
Representative Historical Fiction of the 1960s 
It is clear that the historical fiction appearing on the Puffin list was drawn from well-
received books, which continued to be part of the critical discussion of such fiction for at 
least the next fifteen years. This chapter now examines the reception of four authors 
whose historical fiction is closely associated with Puffin at this period, as well as with the 
genre more widely. This will enable the identification of the qualities in historical fiction, 
which were highly regarded, and which fitted with Webb’s ideals for Puffin readers. 
Geoffrey Trease (1909-1998) 
Geoffrey Trease was a prolific writer and his Puffin books represent just a small part of 
his total output. Only one of his books was published by Puffin during the period looked 
at in this chapter: Cue for Treason (1940).11 However, Trease is an important figure in 
                                                 
11 Geoffrey Trease, Cue for Treason, (Harmondsworth: Puffin Books, 1965) [1940]. 
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historical fiction and Cue for Treason is an important book. It has an enduring popularity 
and has recently been re-issued by Puffin in their refreshed Puffin Modern Classics 
series, evidence of its continued importance on the Puffin list as an important and well-
written book in which it is still worth investing.12 (See Figure 26 below.) Others which 
followed over the next few years were The Crown of Violet (1952), Follow my Black 
Plume (1963), Popinjay Stairs (1973) and The Red Towers of Granada (1966). He also 
provided a Puffin Original, The Seas of Morning (1976).13
                   
Figure 26 Cue for Treason (1940) by Geoffrey Trease. The left-hand cover illustration by Val Biro shows 
the cover from an edition dated 1965; the right-hand cover by David Frankland shows the same book in the 
Puffin Modern Classics edition of 2009.
Trease played a significant role in the development of twentieth-century historical 
writing for children which is in danger of being forgotten. This gives his place on the 
Puffin list importance, since it strengthens the connection of the Puffin name with the 
                                                 
12 The new Puffin Post magazine included it as one of the books which could be chosen as part of the 
subscription package which allowed one book per issue to be chosen from a list of titles. 
13 Geoffrey Trease, The Crown of Violet (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1968) [1952]; Geoffrey Trease, Follow 
my Black Plume (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1972) [1963]: Geoffrey Trease, Popinjay Stairs (1977) [1973]; 
Geoffrey Trease, The Red Towers of Granada (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1972) [1966] and Geoffrey Trease, 
The Seas of Morning (Harmondsworth: Puffin, Puffin Original, 1976). 
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highest quality historical fiction. Beyond his exciting and adventurous plots, and belying 
what can seem by today’s standards a sometimes simplistic approach, is a highly political 
undercurrent and a radical treatment of issues such as class and gender, which are 
considerably in advance of other writers of the period. One measure of this is the ease 
with which his books fitted into the 1960s and 1970s publishing scene, despite two of 
them being already a decade or more old by the time that they appeared in Puffin. Trease 
was one of the first writers to break out of the style of historical writing which lingered 
from the nineteenth century and was an inheritance from the novels of Sir Walter Scott, 
amongst others, with plots that centred on high born protagonists, mainly royalty or 
aristocrats.14 From his first novel, Bows Against the Barons (1934; revised 1966), Trease 
had been at the forefront of, indeed largely responsible for, an emerging trend which 
showed history from the ordinary person’s point of view.15 This book transformed the 
often romanticised story of Robin Hood and his outlaws from a tale about a group of 
idealistic rebels living idyllically in the forest into a polemic on the unfair distribution of 
political and financial power and the criminalisation of the poor. Although unsubtle in its 
ideology, it is done within the context of an exciting and readable adventure story, 
marking it as part of a new way of showing history through fiction.
Bows Against the Barons was not a Puffin book, but those of Trease’s later books 
which were published as Puffins continued to advance the genre. Cue for Treason (1940) 
in particular is a book which foregrounds working people and engages with contemporary 
concerns, such as feminism, in a way which was unusual at the time. The story is told by 
Peter Brownrigg, fourteen-year old son of a yeoman farmer. This choice of protagonist is 
relevant: the yeomen farmed land which was a gift from the crown and were ordinary 
citizens rather than aristocrats. Indeed, the aristocrats are the villains in this story. 
Although real historic figures, principally Queen Elizabeth I and William Shakespeare, 
feature, they are peripheral rather than central as they might have been in earlier 
historical fiction. The focus throughout is on Peter and Kit, who have separately fallen 
foul of the local landowner. They meet when they join a travelling actors’ troupe to 
                                                 
14 The development of historical fiction for children is discussed by, amongst others: Eyre, British 
Children’s Books, pp. 107-114; Townsend, Written for Children, 1987, pp. 195-210; Fisher, Intent Upon 
Reading, 225-250.  
15 Geoffrey Trease, Bows Against the Barons rev. 1966 (London: Elliott & Thompson, 2004) [1934]. 
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escape. Peter has been involved in protesting about land enclosures and Kit, who turns 
out to be a girl disguised as a boy, is running away from a proposed marriage to the same 
landowner. This constructs a scenario where the reader is invited to interrogate the 
contrast in freedom normally experienced by boys and girls during this period of history. 
Readers see the difference between what the same character can achieve when believed 
to be a boy in contrast to when her sex is revealed, and gain an appreciation of the fact 
that Kit is not limited by her own abilities, but rather by the conventions and customs 
governing female behaviour.  
In 1940, when first published, such an examination of gender roles was extremely 
unusual, particularly in a children’s book. By 1965 when it appeared in Puffin, the 
subject was very topical. The feminist movement was active, women were becoming 
more prominent in public life and there was wider awareness of sexism. By involving the 
two child protagonists in a fictional, exciting adventure, Trease draws in readers, 
encouraging them to empathise with the heroes. Kit and Peter can thus be used to 
encourage a reassessment of some aspects of Elizabethan history, not as previously 
through an investigation of the political machinations of court, but in relation to more 
ordinary participants. Although aspects of the adventure are fantastic, the agency given to 
the children to create their own happier future, without subsiding beneath patriarchal and 
feudal rule, encourages a reappraisal of power relations. It reflects some of the emerging 
values of the time and is one of the reasons why Trease’s work merits re-evaluation. 
Webb’s choice of Cue for Treason for her list shows that she engaged with this new 
direction for historical fiction. Cue for Treason was already 25 years old when Puffin 
first published it, but it was still sufficiently in tune with contemporary feeling to deserve 
its place on the list and a wider mainstream audience.  
Trease’s use of characters outside the very highest echelons of society, who were 
based on accurate research but not on specific real people, and the consequent weaving of 
social history into the narrative, were two elements which were very much in tune with 
the way history was being taught in the classroom. Margaret Meek, a specialist in 
education as well as children’s literature, writes of Trease: 
[i]n supplying books for children between twelve and fifteen, history teachers 
have an identity of purpose with novelists which accounts for the delight with 
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which good novels are greeted by the discerning, who insist that imaginative 
response to the past is the foundation of a historical sense. […] The writer is […] 
to communicate its felt life. […] Yet we can now recommend novels in history 
lessons with safety because every reputable writer takes this for granted and also 
subscribes to Trease’s stringent demands about accuracy.16
As can be seen, there is a strong association of historical fiction with learning, and factual 
accuracy is taken for granted during this period. In the classroom, focus was moving 
away from chronological approaches to history and the emphasis on those in power and 
major events, towards learning about more ordinary people’s lives in a way designed to 
shed more detailed light on small pockets of history. The Newsom Report of 1963, 
discussed in Chapter 4, concluded that history was increasingly seen by pupils as an 
‘expendable’ subject, in particular for boys, since it less obviously led to a specific job 
than subjects such as science or practical skills, such as shorthand. The report gave 
examples of ways to make history teaching more relevant and appreciated. The ‘good 
teacher,’ it declared, should be aiming ‘to secure an intellectual and emotional 
breakthrough’ of classroom teaching and textbooks ‘to the real world of human 
problems’.17 In other words, history teaching needed to move towards relating the past to 
the present, finding connections and generating empathy with students. This was 
considered to be of greater importance than the finer details of politics, or the order of 
monarchs, in part because with emotional involvement may come engagement from the 
pupils. It also aligns with Meek’s communication of the ‘felt life’ quoted earlier. The 
report suggested that there is more to history than facts, specifically ‘an ability to enter 
imaginatively into other men’s [sic] minds. What is to be cultivated here is psychological 
sensitivity and intuitive awareness rather than rational fact finding [sic]’.18 It can be seen 
that writers of historical fiction, who combined accurate research with stories which 
placed the reader in subject positions which emotionally immersed them in a period, 
                                                 
16 Margaret Meek, Geoffrey Trease, The Bodley Head Monographs, (London: The Bodley Head, 1960), p. 
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17 John Newsom, The Newsom Report (1963): Half our future (London: HMSO, 1963). Also available at 
The History of Education in England, ‘Newsom Report 1963 – Chapter 19’ 
<http://www.educationengland.org.uk/documents/newsom/newsom19.html> [accessed 31 March 2010] 
p. 165 
18
The Newsom Report, p. 166.  
203
would be considered ideal providers of the type of history learning which schools now 
found themselves encouraged to provide.  
Educational content was now a factor in the reception of historical fiction. There is no 
suggestion that the books discussed here were written with an eye to classroom use – in 
any case, many of them were written before the Newsom report or the discussion of 
similar ideas – or that Kaye Webb published them cynically to cash in on a potential 
market. Probably, as a business-woman, Webb was prepared to market her books in two 
contrasting directions. But emphasising the educational aspects of the writing offered the 
opportunity to appeal to parents, teachers and librarians. By choosing books which were 
also readable and exciting, Webb could hope to appeal to the children reading the books. 
In this way she could expect to maximise both readership and sales. Trease’s historical 
writing fitted the Puffin list in its combination of adventure stories, attention to historical 
detail and a viewpoint which favoured more ordinary, less visible members of society 
than had previously been the case.  
Webb always aimed for variety on the Puffin list and she was able to achieve this even 
within a single genre thanks to the many highly-regarded writers of historical fiction 
during this period. Cynthia Harnett, the next author to be discussed, writes in a very 
different style to Trease. Her evocation of a particular period is created by building up a 
very complete picture of a specific household, through concentrating on the small details 
of everyday life. She is less overtly concerned with political themes or fast action than 
Trease, but equally deserving of her place as a Puffin author.  
Cynthia Harnett (1893-1981) 
Cynthia Harnett won the Carnegie Medal in 1951 for The Wool-Pack and was first 
published by Puffin in 1961.19 An article written in 1966 again highlights what qualities 
were most prized in historical fiction at this time: it is a  
complex story […] based upon impeccable research. This is history which springs 
to life through the detail of people’s everyday existence. Major political events 
are at the periphery of their experience but their own lives and work are at the 
heart of their country’s prosperity. An example of the historical novel at its most 
                                                 
19 Cynthia Harnett, The Wool-Pack (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1961) [1951]. 
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rewarding.20
As was seen with Trease, this fits the Newsom report ideals, something which increases 
the likelihood of positive reception by adults. The reviewer appreciates the fact that the 
story concentrates on everyday details, placing an emphasis on ordinary lives within the 
particular political and historical context. The new direction taken by Trease in moving 
the focus of historical fiction away from the ruling classes, towards more humble 
characters, has not only become accepted, but is seen as a positive attribute of current 
books.  
Historical fiction undoubtedly had a cachet during the 1960s and 1970s. An article in 
Children’s Literature in Education – the title of the journal emphasises the close 
relationship of books with learning – speaks of ‘that formidable band of writers whose 
books for children range widely across the centuries’.21 Tony Edwards named Rosemary 
Sutcliff, Henry Treece and Leon Garfield, saying that they were ‘only three of many 
artists in re-creation’. But for him, Cynthia Harnett was a writer who stood out even 
amongst these names. Five of her books were published by Puffin: The Wool-Pack
(1951); The Great House (1949); The Load of Unicorn (1959); Ring Out, Bow Bells!
(1953) and The Writing on the Hearth (1971).22 Her entire oeuvre is small, in part because 
of the large amount of detailed research which went into each of her books. Like many of 
her fellow Puffin authors discussed in this chapter, she is both a literary writer and a 
historian. Although four of Harnett’s Puffin books were first published in the 1940s and 
1950s, Webb’s choice of them during the 1960s and 1970s makes them also books of 
these decades. They fit extremely well with the aims of historical fiction of that time. 
That is when she received critical acclaim, and when her books were printed and re-
printed. 
Harnett’s work has a very obvious didactic element and is meticulously researched. 
Harnett illustrated the books herself, and the illustrations are frequently used to amplify 
or clarify a historical point. For instance, in The Great House, set in 1690, illustrations 
                                                 
20 H. Keith Evans, ‘Prize-Winning Books for Children’, School Librarian, 14 (1966), 150-161, p. 155. 
21 Tony Edwards, ‘“Stories not history”: the historical novels of Cynthia Harnett’, CLE, 9 (1972). 
22 The following books are all by Cynthia Harnett, published at Harmondsworth by Puffin: The Wool-Pack
(1961) [1951]; The Great House (1968) [1949]; The Load of Unicorn (1966) [1959]; Ring Out, Bow Bells!
(1973) [1953] and The Writing on the Hearth (1974) [1971]. 
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such as ‘Stocks and Ducking-stool’, ‘Patten and galoshe’, ‘Flageolet and lute’ save 
lengthy explanations in the text.23 (See  Figure 27 below.) 
Although the context helps to explain these items, small pictures, in addition to breaking 
up the text, are undoubtedly helpful. One adult recalled from her own childhood reading 
that ‘sketches of all kinds of everyday objects which figure in the text […] made it much 
easier to visualise how things were different in medieval England’.24 The blurb at the 
front of the Puffin edition of The Great House states that ‘[r]eaders of ten and over will 
find this a fascinating story and make many discoveries about town and country life in 
the late seventeenth century’.25 It acknowledges the didactic element but emphasises the 
story. Although some commentators have remarked on the fact that Harnett’s books are 
                                                 
23Harnett, The Great House, pp. 62, 20, 15. 
24Anna Davin, cited in Judith Graham, ‘The Historical Picture Book – is it a “good thing”?’, in Historical 
Fiction for Children, ed. by Fiona M. Collins and Judith Graham (London: David Fulton, 2001), p. 54. 
25 Harnett, The Great House, blurb. 
Figure 27 Cynthia Harnett 
illustrations from The Great 
House (1949):’Stocks and 
Ducking-stool’, p. 62; ‘Patten and 
galoshe’ p. 20 and ‘Flageolet and 
lute’, p. 15. 
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more overtly pedagogic than many of her contemporaries, and Eyre declares that ‘their 
stories are not sufficiently compelling to attract today’s young readers and her characters 
rarely come to life’, this view is not shared by all critics.26 Peter Hollindale, for instance, 
was confident enough of their positive reception to recommend three of her novels in 
Choosing Books for Children, a guide for parents which provided reading lists for 
different ages and interests.27 In the 1980s Carpenter and Prichard note that ‘Harnett’s 
books continue to be read with great enjoyment by a large number of children’ and that 
the paperback edition ‘was reprinted almost annually during the 1970s’ having already 
gone through four reprints.28 Edwards summed up Harnett’s popularity and value by 
saying: ‘[a]ll have been reprinted over and over again, the prize-winning The Wool Pack
eight times between 1951 and 1966, and three are published in Puffins’.29  
Being ‘published in Puffins’ is a measure of the books’ quality, and as noted earlier, 
the number of Harnett’s books published had risen to five by 1974. This frequent 
reprinting implies popularity with some part of the book-buying public. It is of course 
possible that parents, librarians and schools were responsible for the majority of these 
sales, and adult reception of a book does not necessarily equate to child-reader reception. 
But there is evidence that child readers enjoyed Harnett too: a letter to Puffin Post said ‘I 
am a great lover of Cynthia Harnett’s historical novels, and would like to know why she 
likes writing books like these’.30 An answer from Harnett was provided in the same issue, 
showing Webb’s commitment to engaging with Puffin readers’ feedback and encouraging 
dialogue between reader and author.
Harnett’s books fell out of popularity for a period, probably in part because of a 
general decline of interest in historical fiction which itself may in part have been due to 
changing educational opinions about history teaching. John Stephens, writing in 1992, 
suggests that the decline in popularity of historical fiction more generally arises from 
                                                 
26 Eyre, British Children’s Books, p. 112-3. For further examples see Carpenter and Prichard, Oxford 
Companion, p 239-240; ‘Internationalism, Fantasy, Realism (1945-70) by Peter Hollindale and Zena 
Sutherland in Children’s Literature: An Illustrated History, ed. by Peter Hunt, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1995) p 266. 
27 Peter Hollindale, Choosing Books for Children (London: Elek, 1974), p. 111.  
28 Carpenter and Prichard, Oxford Companion, p. 240. 
29 Tony Edwards, ‘“Stories not history”: the historical novels of Cynthia Harnett’, CLE, 9, 1972. 
30 Bridget Evans, letter, Puffin Post 2:1 (1968), p. 2. 
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changing views about the universality of experience.31 Opinion has moved away from the 
humanist view that different periods of history can reflect broadly similar human qualities 
towards cultural relativism and the belief that individuals are constructed from their 
particular place in time and culture. Nevertheless there has been a renewal of interest in 
Harnett’s books more recently, with the re-publication of Stars of Fortune (1956) by Jane 
Nissen Books.32 Henry Treece, the subject of the next section, shares with Harnett a 
significant part in the critical narrative of historical fiction in the 1960s as well as 
exemplifying Puffin fiction of the period. Today he is a somewhat forgotten writer except 
by academics and some of the now-grown-up readers of his books: he typifies what Peter 
Hunt has described as ‘dead’ books.33 As the following discussion will show, 
contemporary critical reception was more mixed for Treece than for Harnett, providing a 
possible explanation for this. 
Henry Treece (1911-1966) 
Treece’s historical fiction lean towards some of the earlier periods of history; he is 
particularly associated with the Viking period for Puffin readers. Amongst his books 
published by Puffin are: Legions of the Eagle (1954) about Celts and Romans and The 
Queen’s Brooch (1966) about Boudicca and the Romans; Horned Helmet (1963), Swords 
from the North (1967) and Vinland the Good (1967) which are all set in Viking times. 
Man With a Sword (1962) tells the story of Hereward the Wake and The Children’s 
Crusade (1958), set in 1212, tells the story suggested by the title. Probably Treece is best 
known for the Miklagard trilogy (1955-1960) also set in the Viking period.34
Adult reception of Treece’s books is mixed. Criticism from John Rowe Townsend is 
typical of one strand of reaction to his work: ‘[t]o me his books have often seemed more 
                                                 
31 John Stephens, Language and Ideology in Children’s Fiction (Harlow: Longman Group, 1992), p. 203. 
32 Jane Nissen was an Associate Publisher at Penguin Children’s Books who now uses her own imprint to 
re-publish former classics of the twentieth century. Her motivation as stated on her website is ‘to enable a 
new generation of readers to discover for themselves high-quality, timeless titles that should not be lost’. 
Jane Nissen Books, janenissenbooks.co.uk , <www.janenissenbooks.co.uk> [accessed 12/08/11].
33 Peter Hunt, Criticism, Theory, and Children’s Literature, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), p. 61. Hunt defines 
dead books as ‘books which no longer concern their primary audience’. 
34 Henry Treece, Viking’s Dawn, (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967); Henry Treece, The Road to Miklagard, 
(Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967); Henry Treece, Viking’s Sunset, (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967). 
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admirable than enjoyable; there is so much in them that is harshly bleak and violent.’35
This opinion may in part stem from Townsend’s mistrust of the way that Treece worked 
out his openly declared hatred of war through texts which contained graphic descriptions 
of battle. For instance, the Miklagard trilogy, published by Puffin, tells the story of 
Norseman Harald Sigurdson from the age of fifteen to his death.36 His first fight leaves 
him feeling ‘weak at the knees’ and is over just as he is summoning up the courage to 
attack.37 By the end of the final book Harald is leading the fight and is a brutal warrior: 
‘he slashed sideways so that the sharp-pointed pick entered the Algonkin’s side, between 
the lower ribs’.38 The fact that the protagonist matures through the honing of his battle 
skills, while consistent with the historical setting, is difficult to accept as compatible with 
pacifism. This view is more likely to disturb the book’s reception by a professional critic 
than by a child reader, but, in terms of the critic’s concern about the ideology expressed 
through the books, it is relevant. 
Marcus Crouch too expressed reservations about Treece’s writing, although he was 
concerned more with the quality of the writing than the subject matter, feeling that Treece 
– who was also a poet as well as an author of books for adults – never achieved his 
potential when writing for children. Crouch speculates that this may be partly a result of 
writing too many books which are ‘for all their exuberance of narrative and unquestioned 
historical integrity, curiously unsatisfactory’. Again, the assumption of ‘historical 
integrity’ is completely taken for granted. He feels that in Treece’s children’s books there 
is a sense of writing for the child audience ‘rather than for himself’.39 Carpenter and 
Prichard agree, saying of Treece’s early books for children that ‘there is distinct evidence 
of “writing down”’.40 However, the Miklagard trilogy has received strong endorsement 
from other, equally distinguished, commentators. Lewis called them ‘three strong stories’ 
and Geoffrey Trease considered Treece, with Sutcliff, to ‘excel in evoking the 
                                                 
35 John Rowe Townsend, Written for Children: An Outline of English-language Children’s Literature, rev. 
edn (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1974), p. 221-222.
36 Treece, Viking’s Dawn; Treece, The Road to Miklagard; Treece, Viking’s Sunset.  
37 Treece, Viking’s Dawn, 81. 
38 Treece, Viking’s Sunset, p. 152. 
39 Marcus Crouch, The Nesbit Tradition: The Children’s Novel 1945-1970 (London: Ernest Benn, 1972), 
pp. 66-67. 
40 Humphrey Carpenter and Mari Prichard, The Oxford Companion to Children’s Literature (Oxford: OUP, 
1999), p 239-240. 
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atmosphere of early and primitive times’, particularly mentioning the trilogy as a ‘skilful’ 
example of writing about Norsemen.41  
Despite an element of ambivalence from Townsend and other critics towards some of 
Henry Treece’s books, he has an important place in the narrative of the second ‘golden 
age’. He was consistently regarded as a significant writer of historical fiction during the 
1960s and 1970s, meriting a Bodley Head monograph by Margery Fisher as well as 
several recommendations of his work (not all of it historical fiction – he also wrote 
thrillers) in Fisher’s critical survey of children’s literature Intent Upon Reading.42 Antony 
Kamm, editor in chief and director at Brockhampton Press, contributed to the discussion 
with an in-depth analysis of Treece’s importance and qualities, recognising the way his 
language benefitted from his work as a poet and finding his construction of the historical 
periods more satisfying than did some other commentators.43 However, as Kamm was 
Treece’s editor at Brockhampton Press, he may be assumed to be partial. Whatever the 
different critical opinions of Treece, his work meets the criteria for Puffinness.  
‘Writing down’ was not a desirable quality for a Puffin book, so presumably Webb 
judged that the ‘strong stories’ and atmospheric evocations outweighed any potential 
condescension. The exuberant narrative and ‘unquestioned historical integrity’ on the 
other hand were qualities which Webb put at the heart of her choices for Puffin’s 
historical fiction and account for Treece’s suitability and appropriateness for the Puffin 
list. Critical recognition as a distinguished writer is significant, being a common factor of 
many Puffin authors. A review of Viking’s Sunset said ‘[o]ne feels that the author has 
gone to great lengths to ascertain his facts and in so doing has captured convincingly the 
spirit of the Viking world’.44 What the books did not have perhaps was a wide appeal to 
all children. Again this could apply to several of the authors on the Puffin list. For Webb, 
the priorities were to provide the variety and quality in which she believed, to publicise 
books well and sell them as widely as possible and to trust that this strategy would result 
                                                 
41 Naomi Lewis, The Best Children’s Books of 1967 (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1969), p. 112; Trease, 
Tales Out of School, p. 104-105. 
42 Margery Fisher, the Bodley Head Monographs, Henry Treece (London: Bodley Head, 1969); Fisher, 
Intent Upon Reading: see for instance p. 238; pp.373-4. 
43 Antony Kamm, ‘Treece, Henry’ in Twentieth Century Children’s Writers, ed. by D. L. Kirkpatrick 
(London and Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1978), pp. 1247-1251.  
44 Gordon Parsons, ‘Treece, Henry. Viking’s Sunset’, School Librarian, 10 (1960), p. 265. 
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in books and readers making appropriate matches. As the previous chapter showed, there 
is evidence of reception from Puffin Club members suggesting that this strategy worked, 
and that for the right child – arguably Puffineers were the ideal readers – Treece was 
enjoyable. A 12-year-old reader wrote a review of The Children’s Crusade which 
summed it up thus: ‘[H]ow at Marseilles the sea refused to dry up and the hardships that 
these children suffer is told magnificently in this book’.45 Treece’s death in 1966 resulted 
in three of his books being published in quick succession, accounting for his high number 
of appearances in the 1967 list.  
The writers discussed so far have shared a recognised, and self-acknowledged, 
commitment to detailed research - shown to be a desirable quality of the period and a 
significant sign of Puffinness - which makes their identification as historical fiction 
writers straightforward. The final author to be discussed here is Leon Garfield. His work 
is less straightforwardly categorised than that of some authors, being regarded as 
adventure or even fantasy by some commentators. However his work is set in 
recognisable historical periods – often the eighteenth century – and provides evidence 
that Puffin could encompass different characteristics of quality historical fiction. He is 
representative of a new way of writing which was emerging during the 1960s across the 
genres and which began to blur the boundaries of audience between children and adults. 
Leon Garfield (1921-1996) 
Garfield is an important figure for Puffin and for the rejuvenation of historical fiction. He 
features prominently in criticism written during and about the second golden age. For 
John Rowe Townsend, ‘[o]f all the talents that emerged in the field of British writing for 
children in the 1960s, that of Leon Garfield seems to me to be the richest and strangest’.46
Hollindale’s opinion of Garfield shows that, at least for some critics, it was possible to 
appreciate more than one style of historical fiction:  
Leon Garfield’s work is the antithesis of Cynthia Harnett’s. Her books show a 
painstaking quiescence and impersonality, and perhaps an over-rigorous self-
denial. Garfield’s have a stylish individualism which is atmospherically unique. 
This is not to say that no category fits them: they are researched historical fantasy
                                                 
45 Dinah Butters, ‘The Children’s Crusade’, Puffin Post 2:1 (1968), p. 2. 
46 John Rowe Townsend, A Sounding of Storytellers: Essays on Contemporary Writers for Children 
(Harmondsworth: Kestrel Books, 1979), p. 97. 
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[…] Garfield’s settings […] are rendered with assured precision of detail quite 
comparable with Cynthia Harnett’s.47  
Hollindale admired Harnett’s work and recommended her books but acknowledged that 
their ‘systematic and blatant’ attention to detail might be best suited to readers who 
already enjoyed history.48 It is noticeable that a part of his appreciation of Garfield’s 
writing is that they are ‘researched’ and contain ‘precision of detail’ but their appeal to 
children might be enhance by the fantastical elements.  
Given the emphasis placed on attention to historical detail at this period it is no 
surprise to discover that a perceived lack of such rigorous research would cause concern 
to some critics. Eyre’s opinion of Garfield’s books was that:  
[t]hey are all set in a not too precisely defined part of the eighteenth century; a 
period which seems to have been chosen more for the opportunities it presents 
than for any special reason of historical interest or research […] no serious 
attempt is made at historical accuracy.49  
Unlike Hollindale, Eyre is dismissive of the level of reading and research undertaken by 
Garfield, comparing him unfavourably in that respect with Rosemary Sutcliff or 
Stephanie Plowman. He acknowledges that Garfield’s intention is not the same as that of 
some historical writers but his categorisation of him as a writer of adventures, rather than 
of historical fiction, seems to be bound up with this lack of obvious historical facts. Eyre 
does, however, find the quality of imagination and writing ‘unmistakable’.50
Garfield exemplifies a change which was beginning to appear in historical fiction, and 
fiction in general, during this period: that the writing was less specifically ‘for children’ 
and was often appreciated by adults too. Eyre spoke of ‘an altogether new kind of writing 
for children’, declaring that: 
Leon Garfield’s books, in fact, like those of some other writers, raise the question 
whether, in an age when the telling of straight narrative stories is no longer 
acceptable in adult novels, some writers may not be driven into children’s books 
as the only way to make use of the gift that has been given them.51  
                                                 
47 Hollindale, Choosing Books for Children, p. 96. 
48 Hollindale, Choosing Books for Children, p. 95- 96. 
49 Eyre, British Children’s Books, p. 99. 
50 Eyre, British Children’s Books, pp. 98-100.
51 Eyre, British Children’s Books, pp. 98-100, 35. 
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Hollindale too speaks of Garfield as ‘one of several authors who make a nonsense of 
“children’s fiction” as a distinguishing term’.52 Eyre recognised Garfield’s talent while 
wondering if one of his more complex books, The Drummer Boy (1970), ‘should be in 
the adult section, because adults will be better equipped to get most value from it.’53
Webb got round this by publishing this book and others of Garfield’s as Peacocks – the 
imprint for older teenagers – but she was unlikely to be put off publishing a book by its 
complexity. Indeed, this was a positive Puffin characteristic since it encouraged re-
reading and was an indicator of literary quality. Her aim was not to get ‘most value’ from 
a specific book by finding the best qualified audience, but to find the books which enable 
the reader to receive the best reading experience. 
The authors discussed so far are all from the U.K. and while sometimes writing about 
events abroad, their perspective is British. However, this was not the only historical 
fiction available for Puffin readers since Webb, no doubt informed by her overseas trips, 
ensured that there was foreign literature on the list too. This provides an opportunity to 
highlight a different aspect of Puffin’s historical fiction. Foreign fiction offered the 
chance to broaden the range of experiences available to readers. The minutiae of the 
period were less essential than the story and the general attitudes expressed through the 
characters.  
Historical Fiction from Abroad 
Webb’s inclusion of historical fiction from abroad, is an indication of her belief that 
Puffin readers were imaginative enough to put themselves in unfamiliar subject positions, 
or backgrounds and periods of history of which they might have little or no knowledge. 
In part this could be seen as a reinforcement of the idea of such historical books having a 
didactic purpose, in that they broaden the reader’s horizons and knowledge; it also 
suggests that natural curiosity and a well-written, good story, could be expected to carry 
the reader beyond the familiar. Webb’s travels abroad, including to America, gave her 
access to different books and different recommendations from new contacts. She was 
committed, ideologically, to providing books with a wide range of subjects and settings. 
The Penguin company as a whole was trying to break into the American market, and the 
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53 Leon Garfield, The Drummer Boy (Harmondsworth: Peacock Books, 1973) [1970]. 
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‘special relationship’ between the U.S. and the U.K. was particularly strong at the time, 
as a result of the Cold War.54 Although it is possible to argue that in fact most historical 
fiction published by Puffin at this stage was didactic to some degree, this was less 
obvious then that it seems now when authors have found different ways of incorporating 
historical detail. Didacticism alone would not merit inclusion on Webb’s list; she always 
placed importance on readability and an avoidance of any sense of talking down to 
children.55 It is important also to remember that during the 1960s, reading didactic and 
taxing literature was an aspiration for the new upwardly mobile generation. It was not 
seen as a bad thing that books should educate as well as entertain. The ideals evident in 
the Newsom Report, in the provision of grammar school education and the creation of 
new universities in the 1960s, following the publication in 1963 of the Robbins Report, 
are all reminders that widening access to excellence in all areas was a widely held ideal.56
The provision of foreign literature, whether from English-speaking countries or 
elsewhere, fitted in with a general growing openness to culture from abroad. Britain, 
although not admitted to the European Union until 1973, was working towards this goal 
throughout the 1960s and while this was by no means universally desired, many people 
embraced some foreign influences. Foreign food and foreign travel became more 
affordable for example; children’s television routinely included dubbed foreign series.57  
One of the examples of historical fiction from the U.S. which Puffin published during 
this period was the 1959 Newbery Medal winner, The Witch of Blackbird Pond (1958) by 
Elizabeth George Speare.58 Once again, there is an obvious indicator of the book’s 
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positive reception by adult critics in it having won the Newbery Medal. It had previously 
appeared on the Peacock list and its movement onto the more mainstream Puffin list, 
aimed at slightly younger children, suggests that Webb saw it as having a broader appeal 
than just for teenagers. It also indicates how the readership was shifting, in particular in 
what could now be considered to be a suitable or manageable subject for younger readers 
than was the case previously. Its theme of growing to maturity through overcoming 
adversity, and of being an outsider in a difficult environment, which leads to the heroine, 
Kit, being tried as a witch, offers the reader an opportunity to identify with a strong 
female character who stands up for the right to be herself and for others to do the same. 
She makes decisions about her marriage which revolve around her own happiness, rather 
than family considerations; she ignores local prejudices about a woman believed to be a 
witch and befriends her; she tries to educate people, not just with literacy but also with 
opinions. Through her disabled cousin we see a further example of a character isolated 
from mainstream society, just as Kit herself is; and there is a strong sense of right and 
wrong entering the discussion. As an outsider, coming from Jamaica of her own volition, 
Kit is conveniently placed to focalise events through fresh eyes. Thus the reader can 
experience a new culture and a new period of history while engaging with a sympathetic 
heroine. 
Another interesting historical novel from America, in terms of its potential at the time 
to be more inclusive and to raise issues of race, is the now largely unknown book, The 
Black Symbol by Annabel and Edgar Johnson (1959).59 The historical background is the 
Montana gold rush of the 1860s. Barney, the protagonist, gets caught up in this shifting, 
illusory, lawless world when he runs away from his aunt and uncle and is taken up by Dr. 
Cathcart, who runs a travelling medicine show. Initially Barney respects ‘Doc’ and 
believes him to be the philanthropist and learned man he claims to be to the crowds. 
Gradually Barney, and therefore the reader, is forced to confront the unpalatable truth 
that Doc is a calculating and cruel deceiver and that he must learn to distinguish between 
appearance and reality. What makes the book stand out as unusual on the Puffin list, at 
this time, is the presence and the treatment of two significant black characters in the text: 
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Billy, another boy who has been tricked into becoming part of Doc’s act, and Steve, a 
blind strong-man. Both are victims of Doc, as is Barney, but not because of their colour, 
simply as a result of their vulnerability and Doc’s ability to exploit this. At a crisis point 
in the book Billy risks punishment himself to help Barney. Steve, who on first 
acquaintance is surly and disturbed, turns out to be a principled and selfless friend to 
Barney. He has retained a sense of dignity, despite being kept a prisoner by the Doc, and 
he teaches Barney self-discipline and helps him to escape. In return, Barney displays 
loyalty to both Billy and Steve and the book ends with the discovery of his father and the 
unmasking of the Doc and his sidekick Hoke.  
The book gives a message of mutual aid, learning from experience, and looking below 
the surface. The two black characters, although referred to in the text in language which 
by today’s standards is insensitive and unacceptable, ‘Negro’ and ‘coloured boy’, are not 
token-characters. They are treated according to their personalities by Barney. In the text 
they represent honest and decent people, while the white Doc is untrustworthy and 
villainous. Although the black-bad/white-good stereotype is in some ways simply turned 
on its head here, The Black Symbol has a much more subtly moral core than might be 
expected from a book dealing with racial issues at this time. Again this shows Puffin 
publishing a book which resonates with debates going on in the community – in this case 
racism – using historical fiction as the medium. 
Conclusion 
Historical fiction was a dominant and favoured genre for children’s fiction in the mid-
1960s. There was an expectation of high standards of research and writing, and the books 
were didactic, but there was also an emphasis on enjoyment and on a good story. Writers 
had moved away from the traditional position of showing history through the eyes of 
important figures, such as royalty, and there was a general tendency to make use of more 
peripheral, invented characters to show history as it was for more ordinary people. In this 
way it was possible to stress alternative viewpoints, such as the role of women or the less 
romantic aspects of outlaws’ rebellion, and also to allow contemporary concerns to 
inform history. Many of the writers whose fiction was highly regarded at the time were 
published on the Puffin list and it is noticeable that the literature which still endures, 
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whether still published and read, or simply as part of the narrative of the period, is very 
likely to be from the Puffin list. Of the highly regarded titles which were not selected by 
Webb, a much smaller proportion has maintained its presence in the market or in modern 
criticism. This strongly suggests that Puffin had a positive effect on widening the 
readership of books, even of a demanding genre, such as historical fiction, and that Webb 
made astute choices. 
A reader who enjoyed historical fiction would have found ample choice amongst the 
Puffin books in this genre, published up to 1967. Without taking into account the 
backlist, the books which were newly published during these years encompassed work by 
authors at the beginning of their careers such as Leon Garfield, as well as those who were 
well established, such as Geoffrey Trease and Cynthia Harnett. The periods of history 
covered range over Viking times (the Miklagard trilogy), Romans battling the Celts 
(Legions of the Eagle) and the thirteenth century Children’s Crusade, through to the days 
of Caxton’s new printing press in The Load of Unicorn and Elizabethan times with Cue 
for Treason.60 The Witch of Blackbird Pond is set in seventeenth century Connecticut and 
Garfield writes of eighteenth century life at sea and in London.  
What can be learned about Puffin qualities and ‘Puffinness’ from this examination of 
historical fiction? The books should be enjoyable to read and tell an engaging story. 
Puffin books had to have integrity and historical fiction had to be based on accurate and 
extensive research, to such a degree that many of them could be used as history text 
books. While it did not matter which period of history was covered, it was preferable for 
books to concentrate on ordinary lives within a specific historical context rather than on 
extraordinary and famous people. This allowed authors the freedom to introduce 
imaginary protagonists into real events and in so doing to encourage awareness of 
contemporary issues and attitudes in relation to historical ones. An advantage of 
historical fiction was that those voices which were traditionally under-represented or 
silenced in historical records – often ethnic minorities, women, children and the working 
classes – could now receive attention. A Puffin book was recognisable by the vocabulary 
of the books, which assumed intelligence and interest from the reader. It is there in the 
                                                 
60 Henry Treece: Viking’s Dawn, The Road to Miklagard, Viking’s Sunset; Legions of the Eagle; Harnett, 
The Load of Unicorn; Trease, Cue for Treason; Speare, The Witch of Blackbird Pond. 
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qualities and ideologies, overt or covert, promulgated through the books: messages of 
honour, hard work, perseverance, bravery of different sorts – physical and mental – and 
integrity. 
John Stephens makes the point that historical fiction is a genre for older children by 
virtue of the need to engage with people, places and ways of doing things which are alien 
to children of the present day.61 All these require a certain level of maturity and 
understanding. Additionally there is the likelihood that the language will be more 
complicated or archaic. Thus historical fiction is already a demanding genre for child 
readers. The Puffin community, effectively trained, or already inclined, to read more 
challenging books, is therefore ideal for reading some of the more challenging and 
complex historical books of the period. Historical fiction at times addressed real, 
contemporary issues such as racism and sexism, but there was still place for 
contemporary realism on the Puffin list as the following chapter will demonstrate. 
                                                 
61 Stephens, Language and Ideology, p. 202. 
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Chapter 7 
Realism: A Genre for the 1970s 
Throughout the 1960s Kaye Webb and Puffin were a forceful combination. The next 
decade was very different for the country in economic and social terms, but this did not 
diminish Webb’s ability to steer Puffin successfully through a very challenging period. 
Webb continued to raise Puffin’s profile and reputation in the U.K. and abroad, ensuring 
business success, while her philosophy of maintaining the Puffin name for quality did not 
prevent her from making some bold decisions about books for the list. This chapter uses 
archival evidence to show both how international travel gave Puffin access to new 
developments in realism for child readers and how Puffin responded to social issues, 
from race and class to substance abuse.  
The 1960s had seen the provision of literary stories for readers prioritised. Elaine 
Moss, from her perspective as a critic and reviewer, summed up the period as ‘a quality 
decade in children’s books in which the only consumer considered by reviewers was the 
child who could absorb the literary story, the painterly picture book: these were published 
in profusion’.1 Webb’s own emphasis on literary writing was one of the key values of 
Puffinness. The rise of such books encouraged more serious critical attention to be paid 
to children’s books as literature, but there was also increasing recognition of readers who 
fell outside the implied readership of well-educated, white, middle-class children. For 
many professionals, part of the solution was more, and better, realist fiction which would 
reflect their lives more accurately: 
[t]he demand for realist fiction became a key feature of children's literature in 
America from the 1950s and in the United Kingdom from the 1960s, and was 
closely connected to the socially progressive values of those groups concerned 
with children's reading.2
 By the 1970s, realist fiction was one of the central concerns in children’s books. The 
term ‘realism’ in literature carries a variety of meanings and encompasses a wide range of 
                                                 
1 Elaine Moss, ‘The Seventies in British Children’s Books’ in The Signal Approach to Children’s Books, 
ed. by Nancy Chambers (Harmondsworth: Kestrel, 1980), pp. 48-80, (p. 49). 
2 Lucy Pearson and Kimberley Reynolds, ‘Realism’ in The Routledge Companion to Children’s Literature, 
ed. by David Rudd (New York: Routledge, 2010), 63-74.
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texts. For John Rowe Townsend writing in 1974, ‘[i]t tends to connote the seamy side 
and the “let’s-face-it” approach’. He extends this definition to cover ‘fiction in which the 
events described are such as might actually happen in real life’ and are set in the present.3
Townsend notes that ‘[i]n Britain realism has lacked prestige, and until recently has not 
attracted anything like its share of the ablest writers’.4 There was, however, ‘a reaction 
which intensified in Britain through the 1960s against the harmless, hygienic story of 
comfortable bourgeois life, written (it seemed) for comfortable bourgeois children by 
comfortable bourgeois adults’ that gave realistic writing a new-found stature among 
readers and pundits of children’s fiction.5 Prior to this, books with working-class settings 
had generally been written by outsiders. Townsend’s own Gumble’s Yard (1961), 
published by Puffin in 1967, is generally seen as a seminal work in the development of a 
more socially aware strand of writing for children and sprang from his own observation, 
as he told Puffin Post readers: 
during my work as a journalist, I’d been writing some articles which involved 
going round with the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children 
inspectors – and I’d seen for myself what some real children had to put up with. 
Then, my imagination had been caught by a particular northern city district – a 
tangle of streets sloping down towards the wharves and warehouses of a canal.6   
This basis in observation was an important improvement on much of the earlier realism 
but, as Frank Eyre rightly observed, what was really needed was for insiders – working-
class writers – to write from their own experience.7 This trend had already begun in 
literature for adults, particularly since the 1950s. So-called ‘kitchen-sink’ dramas and the 
‘Angry Young Men’ school of writing had changed the focus of novels and drama away 
from a rarefied and exclusively middle-class perspective towards subjects and settings 
which were taken from ordinary life as experienced by a much wider section of society. 
Authors including John Osborne, John Braine, Alan Sillitoe and Kingsley Amis reacted 
                                                 
3 John Rowe Townsend, Written for Children: an Outline of English-language Children’s Literature, rev. 
edn (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1974), p. 261. 
4 Townsend, Written for Children, 1974, p. 261. 
5 Townsend, Written for Children (1974), pp. 267-8. 
6 John Rowe Townsend, Gumble’s Yard (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967) [1961]; John Rowe Townsend, 
‘How I Write my Books’, Puffin Post, 1:2 (Summer, 1967), p. 4. 
7 Frank Eyre, British Children’s Books in the Twentieth Century (London: Longman, 1971),  p. 155. 
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against middle-class values and were often writing from personal knowledge, as self-
identified members of the working class.8  
Closely linked to the desire to see real life more accurately reflected in books was the 
awareness of the need to make changes which would address the imbalance of power in 
writing for children. Peter Hollindale and Zena Sutherland observe that ‘[f]rom the 1970s 
onwards [there was] a new agenda of political correctness in matters of sex and gender, 
class and race, faithfully reflecting tensions and divisions in the adult political world’.9
Up to this point realistic fiction, like the majority of children’s literature, generally 
assumed a white, male, middle-class point of view, and by the late 1960s and 1970s this 
was increasingly out of step with the social climate in British society. Legislation on 
issues such as racism and sexism was beginning to address some of the imbalances of 
power, and there was a better understanding that readers needed to be able to see 
themselves and their own circumstances reproduced in the books to which they had 
access.10 Leila Berg, author and editor, said: ‘[w]hen children come to school whose 
family situation is ruled taboo, whose tradition and ethos is ruled taboo, whose language 
is ruled taboo, it is scarcely any wonder that they see no point in communication’.11
 The 1970s was the decade when issues of class, race and gender came to the fore in 
publishing for children and the focus switched from what values a book was promoting to 
how characters were portrayed and who was privileged within a given text.12 The 
                                                 
8 An overview of such fiction from the 1950s can be found in: Harry Blamires, Twentieth-Century English 
Literature (n.p.: Macmillan, 1982) pp. 214-5, 218-222. Also in The New Pelican Guide to English 
Literature 8. The Present, ed. by Boris Ford, (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1983), pp. 105-109. 
9 Peter Hollindale & Zena Sutherland, ‘Internationalism, Fantasy, and Realism: 1945-1970’, in Children’s 
Literature: an Illustrated History, ed. by Peter Hunt, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 252-288, p. 
259. The phrase ‘political correctness’ has taken on a pejorative tinge in recent years but in the 1970s it was 
coined to mean the use of language which did not discriminate against minorities. 
10 For instance the ‘Race Relations Act 1965’ addressed racism and was then amended in 1968 and 
repealed by the ‘Race Relations Act 1976’, 
<http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1976/74/contents/enacted> [accessed 31/08/11]. The ‘Sex 
Discrimination Act 1975’ particularly addressed employment issues such as equal pay and conditions for 
men and women doing the same work. <http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1975/65/contents/enacted> 
[31/08/11]. 
11 Leila Berg, ‘Language of Nippers’, Times Educational Supplement, 15 December 1972, p. 14, cited in 
Bob Dixon, Catching Them Young 1: Sex, Race and Class in Children’s Fiction (London: Pluto Press, 
1977), p. 89.   
12 Charles Sarland, ‘Critical Tradition and Ideological Positioning’ in Understanding Children’s Literature: 
Key Essays From the Second Edition of ‘The International Companion Encyclopedia of Children’s 
Literature ed. by Peter Hunt 2nd edn (London: Routledge, 2005), pp. 30-49 (p. 33). 
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question of hierarchy was a key concern for Bob Dixon, one of the first to voice serious 
concerns about the ideology expressed in books for children. 13 In his influential two-part 
survey of children’s fiction he concentrated on the three areas in children’s fiction which 
he considered to be fundamental to most books: sex – by which he means gender rather 
than the representation of sexual intercourse or sexuality – class and race.14 Dixon’s work 
reflects the fact that the feminist movement was raising awareness of sexism, gender 
stereotyping and women’s near-invisibility in some aspects of life. What is now referred 
to as second-wave feminism, with its emphasis on overturning stereotypes and 
campaigning for equality, had become a significant political movement in the previous 
decade, and in 1970 two particularly influential books were published: Kate Millett’s 
Sexual Politics and Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch.15 Other feminist texts 
followed in the next few years. As a result there began to be a greater degree of 
understanding that females of all ages had been stereotyped and marginalised in the past 
and deserved better representation in texts and other media as well as in real life. The 
Equal Pay Act, passed in 1970 and implemented in 1975 when Labour was once more in 
government, was joined by the Sex Discrimination Act the same year; other legislation on 
pensions and employment improved women’s rights at work, including for the first time 
the provision of paid maternity leave, and the government set up the Equal Opportunities 
Commission for the purpose of enforcing the new laws on gender. These achievements 
began to be reflected in some of the books now being published by Puffin whose heroines 
were providing stronger role models. Gene Kemp’s The Turbulent Term of Tyke Tiler
(1977), for instance, encourages readers to question gender stereotypes by not revealing 
the sex of the protagonist until the end of the book. Tyke is female but her adventures are 
likely to be read as male adventures by readers who will then have to re-think their 
reasons for making this assumption.16 Of course, this is just as laden with ideology as the 
                                                 
13 The debate about ideology in children’s literature continues and influential contributions have been made 
by Peter Hollindale, Ideology and the Children’s Book (Stroud: Thimble Press, 1988); Robert Leeson, 
Children’s Books and Class Society (London: Writers and Readers Publishing Co-operative, 1977); John 
Stephens, Language and Ideology in Children’s Fiction (London: Longman, 1992), amongst others. 
14 Bob Dixon, Catching Them Young 1, xiv; Bob Dixon, Catching Them Young 2: Political Ideas in 
Children’s Fiction (London: Pluto Press, 1977). 
15 Kate Millett, Sexual Politics (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1970); Germaine Greer, The Female 
Eunuch (London: MacGibbon and Kee, 1970). 
16 Gene Kemp, The Turbulent Term of Tyke Tiler (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1979) [1977].  
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literature which was receiving criticism for being sexist, but the point for Dixon and 
others was that it provided an alternative hierarchy rather than perpetuating the old one. 
Hollindale notes that ‘it is very difficult in contemporary Britain to write an anti-sexist, 
anti-racist or anti-classist novel without revealing that these are still objectives, principles 
and ideals rather than the realities of predictable everyday behaviour’.17
Race and racial discrimination were other areas where heightened awareness of the 
problems within the country as a whole was mirrored by increased attention in children’s 
books. Immigration had grown in the UK through the 1950s and early 1960s, something 
seen at the time as positive by the government if not always by the dominant white 
population.18 Popular or not, it meant that books peopled entirely by white characters no 
longer reflected the reality of British society. More children’s book professionals were 
becoming aware of the lack of characters of other races and cultures in some texts and of 
the frequent, if often unintentional, racist or stereotyped portrayals where they did exist. 
Both positions were likely to have a negative effect on children of any ethnicity growing 
up in Britain at a time of increasing racial diversity and consequent racial tension. The 
National Front, founded in 1966, increased its membership dramatically between 1968 
and 1972 – from 4,000 to 17,500 – giving some indication of the growth in public anti-
immigration feeling at this point.19 Legislation to curb immigration numbers was passed 
in 1962 and again in 1968, while legislation to prevent discrimination and promote 
tolerance was passed in 1965.20 In Puffin the change in the make-up of the population 
began to be reflected through the 1970s, with Webb’s inclusion of more books which 
addressed race issues directly or were more inclusive in having protagonists from 
different cultural backgrounds. These included Bernard Ashley’s The Trouble with 
Donovan Croft (1974), in which a British boy from a West Indian family who is fostered 
                                                 
17 Peter Hollindale, Ideology and the Children’s Book (Stroud: Thimble Press, 1988), p. 11. 
18 For further information on immigration during the 1960s, see David Childs, Britain Since 1945, 6th edn 
(London & New York: Routledge, 2006), pp. 147-148 and Arthur Marwick, British Society Since 1945, 4th 
edn (London: Penguin, 2003), pp. 132-134, amongst others. 
19 Figures taken from Andy Beckett, When the Lights Went Out: Britain in the Seventies (London: Faber 
and Faber, 2009), p. 445. 
20 ‘Commonwealth Immigrants Act, 1962’, available at <http://www.britishcitizen.info/CIA1962.pdf> 
[accessed 12/04/11]; ‘Commonwealth Immigrants Act 1968’, available at 
<http://www.britishcitizen.info/CIA1968.pdf> [accessed 12/04/11]. Both acts have been superseded by the 
‘Immigration Act 1971’, available at <http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1971/77/contents> [accessed 
12/04/11]. The ‘Race Relations Act 1965’ was amended in 1968 and repealed by the ‘Race Relations Act 
1976’. 
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by a white family provides the means for a discussion about racism, and some of Nina 
Bawden’s books, discussed in detail shortly. As well as showing the changes in Britain, 
Webb published books from abroad which gave new perspectives. For instance, Rosa 
Guy’s The Friends (1973) showed how a different, but equally isolating, racial prejudice 
was in operation in the U.S. through a story based on her own childhood experiences 
about a West Indian girl who moves to Harlem.21 Shanta (1961) is about the life of a 
twelve-year-old Indian girl and her arranged marriage. Author Marie Thøger is Danish, 
but she spent time working on Gandhian education projects at schools in India and was 
writing from observation with a view to help ‘make women and girls feel free and 
empowered on [sic] the ideals of Mahatma Gandhi’.22 With a greater choice of realist 
texts available nationally and internationally Puffin could publish books which spoke to 
debates from abroad which seemed more of the moment, such as those on the civil rights 
movement of America or apartheid in South Africa. These issues were very much the 
subject of debate and action in the U.K. as well as abroad. Through her work-related 
travels abroad Kaye Webb was well placed to identify and negotiate for works from 
outside the UK. 
Of the books which Dixon positively recommended as not promoting racism, sexism 
or classism, several are on the Puffin list. They are a diverse selection and include Mary 
Norton’s The Borrowers (1952), Sylvia Sherry’s The Loss of the ‘Night Wind’ (1970) and 
A Pair of Jesus Boots (1969) and Nicholas Fisk’s Trillions (1971).23 Of course, Puffin 
also published books which Dixon criticised, such as The Cay by Theodore Taylor; a 
failure for Dixon in its attempt to tackle racism on the grounds that, despite its depiction 
of a white boy’s gradual loss of racial prejudice, this happens within the context of a 
                                                 
21 Bernard Ashley, The Trouble with Donovan Croft (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1977) [1974]; Nina Bawden, 
The Runaway Summer (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1972) [1969]; Rosa Guy, The Friends (Harmondsworth: 
Puffin, 1977) [1973]. 
22 Lone Poulsen, ‘News from Lakshmi Ashram’, January 2005, 
<http://lakshmiashram.dk/sanchars/sanchar96e.pdf> [accessed 07/06/11]. 
23 Mary Norton, The Borrowers (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1958) [1952]; Sylvia Sherry, The Loss of the 
‘Night Wind’ (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1974) [1970]; Sylvia Sherry, A Pair of Jesus Boots
(Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1973) [1969]; Nicholas Fisk, Trillions (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1973) [1971].   
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master-servant relationship and ends with the (black) servant sacrificing his life for the 
(white) ‘young bahss’.24
Realism and Puffinness  
Accurate portrayal of gender, race and class attitudes and experiences were significant 
concerns for children’s literature professionals during the 1970s, but realistic subject 
matter was also potentially controversial. Puffin, with its reputation for safety and 
responsibility to uphold, could have chosen to avoid publishing books about some of the 
more sensitive subjects - and there were certainly publishers whose realistic fiction 
pushed boundaries further than Puffin - but as will be discussed in detail below, when 
Webb’s literary criteria were met, supported by what she considered to be an appropriate 
morality, she was prepared to publish books which covered undeniably sensitive issues 
during the 1970s.25  
Two examples of British authors who stand out as realist writers on the Puffin list and 
who also embody the qualities of Puffinness are William Mayne and Nina Bawden. 
Mayne (1928-2010), whose Puffin Original A Parcel of Trees was discussed in Chapter 
4, is often considered to be primarily an author of fantasy, despite not producing his first 
such work, Earthfasts, until 1966, thirteen years in to his published writing career.26 In 
fact, his realist writing is skilful and represents a significant part of his output; during the 
1970s Puffin published across the range of Mayne’s writing. That said, Mayne’s books 
are often difficult to categorise. For example, Pig in the Middle (1965) subverts the 
conventional adventure story: very little significant action happens and yet the book 
incorporates aspects of an adventure story.27 The protagonist, Michael, is invited to join 
some new friends at school as they renovate an old barge, hoping to sail it to Holland. He 
is seen as the clever one amongst the small group of boys and his role is to learn about 
navigation for the journey, but all the boys are involved in working on the boat, which is 
housed in a disused mill building. In contrast to a book such as Arthur Ransome’s We 
                                                 
24 Bob Dixon, Catching Them Young 1: Sex, Race and Class in Children’s Fiction (London: Pluto Press, 
1977), p. 115.   
25 For example, Aidan Chambers’ Topliner series. 
26 Townsend, Written for Children (1976), p. 257. The following are all published by Puffin: William 
Mayne: A Parcel of Trees (1963); Earthfasts (1969) [1966]; William Mayne, Follow the Footprints
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1953) is Mayne’s first published work. 
27 William Mayne, Pig in the Middle (Harmondsworth: Puffin Books, 1968) [1965]. 
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Didn’t Mean to Go to Sea (1937), where the children do get their boat to Holland and 
have to negotiate real, life-threatening danger on the way, Mayne’s protagonists never 
even set sail.28 Their adventure is on a much more domestic and everyday scale. Marcus 
Crouch called it ‘a characteristic and extraordinary contribution to the genre’ but other 
critical reception demonstrates why, for many child readers, Mayne was not easy to read: 
‘[t]he action hangs fire woefully […] Judged by the superb standard of this author’s best 
books, this one is somewhat pedestrian’.29  
The problems the boys negotiate are those of younger siblings who get in the way and 
have to be taken care of at inconvenient times, or the dangers inherent in clambering 
around the disused mill. Significantly, in Pig in the Middle as in all Mayne’s books, the 
children come from very ordinary, working-class families. Unlike the middle-class 
Swallows and Amazons, these boys are slapped by their parents, and their families have 
little or no money for non-essentials. Michael, who is sworn to secrecy by his friends and 
truly believes that he will shortly be emigrating on board the boat, suffers agonies 
because he will be leaving his family behind and does not know if he is morally justified 
in accepting his birthday presents, bought with hard-saved money by his family. 
Eventually an accidental fire on the boat ends the planned adventure and normal life 
resumes. The real change in the boys’ lives comes from the fact that one of the group, 
John Much, whose illiteracy has made him something of a loner, now has a group of 
friends. This underlying message of tolerance and inclusion, told through the medium of 
a book written with keen observation and literary skill, demonstrates clear signs of 
Puffinness. Mayne’s brand of realism paints a picture, subtly and through details such as 
patterns of speech, and description, of ordinary children doing ordinary things with which 
other children can identify. The details of everyday life and childhood dilemmas are 
accessible, despite Mayne’s reputation for being an oblique writer at times. In Eyre’s 
opinion Mayne’s strength is ‘the authentic sounds and feel of children talking’.30 In 
contrast to many of his fantasies, however, these books now seem very old-fashioned and 
                                                 
28 Arthur Ransome, We Didn’t Mean to Go to Sea (London: Cape, 1937). 
29 Marcus Crouch, The Nesbit Tradition: The Children’s Novel 1945-1970 (London: Ernest Benn, 1972), p. 
45; Robert Bell, ‘Mayne, William. Pig in the Middle’, School Librarian, 14 (1966) 121 
30 Eyre, British Children’s Books, p. 155, p. 139. 
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the world they portray has changed considerably, not least in its ideas of childhood and 
fears for health and safety. 
The second Puffin author to be discussed here is Nina Bawden (b. 1925), whose 
writing and books are in a very different style to that of Mayne. Where Mayne may 
incorporate an element of the adventure story, Bawden’s books can often be characterised 
as real adventures involving danger and action. In addition they frequently highlight 
children with problems or facing dilemmas. Critical reception of Bawden, as for Mayne, 
highlighted the accuracy of her observations of children, something which anchors her 
work in reality. Townsend, for example, observes that she has written:  
several [books] that showed contemporary children having sometimes-improbable 
adventures in settings that were mostly those of daily life. If the adventures were 
improbable, the children were not; they were portrayed with shrewd insight and 
with a sympathy that never became sentimental.31
                                                 
31 John Rowe Townsend, Written for Children: An Outline of English-language Children’s Literature, 3rd 
edn (London: Penguin, 1987), p. 262. 
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Figure 28 Nina Bawden, On the Run published by Puffin in (1967). Cover illustration by Shirley Hughes. 
Hughes is herself particularly association with the realistic representation of children both in her 
illustrations and in her pictures books. 
On the Run (see Figure 28 above) is one such book; it combines adventure with realistic 
portrayals of children from different backgrounds. The story concerns the plot to kidnap 
an exiled African prime minister’s son, Thomas, as his uncle makes a bid for power.32
Lil, the daughter of a sick, single mother who is trying to keep herself from the notice of 
‘The Welfare’, and Ben, who feels that he is in the way of his widowed father’s new 
relationship, help Thomas to run away. The three-way friendship crosses race and class 
divides: Thomas, a black-African, comes from a very privileged background; white, 
English Ben and Lil are middle-class and working-class respectively. What they share is 
dislocation from their families. The adventure results in Thomas being saved from his 
unprincipled relative, and in Lil and her mother being befriended by Ben’s Aunt Mabel, 
who gives them some breathing space while Lil’s mum recovers. Ben discovers that he is 
                                                 
32 Nina Bawden, On the Run (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967) [1964]. 
228
still very important to his father. What makes this book so suitable for the Puffin list is its 
combination of an absorbing story which can be read for the plot but has further layers 
accessible to readers who wish to delve deeper and perhaps re-read the book. The three 
children with their different backgrounds are thrown together through circumstances – a 
very common feature of adventure stories – but it is their similarities and not their 
differences which drive the plot. Ultimately there is a satisfactory resolution in that all 
three children find ways of retaining their family bonds. The dangers of their different 
separations are avoided, and Thomas and Ben’s friendship will be able to continue even 
though Thomas must return to his home country of Tiga, thus validating relationships 
which cross class and racial boundaries. 
Bawden returned to similar territory in Runaway Summer (1969), which features 
Krishna, an illegal immigrant from Kenya, who is befriended and kept from discovery, by 
two white children. The review in School Librarian called it ‘a book worth reading and 
discussing with ten- to twelve-year-olds’ which suggests that it was treated somewhat as 
an ‘issues’ novel, a view reinforced by the reviewer’s opinion that the main character, 
Mary, is too young ‘for the age-group most likely to appreciate the story’s 
implications’.33 This highlights a gulf in the potential reception of realist writing: that a 
professional adult opinion may highlight the didactic benefits of a book – not, of course, 
a new reaction to writing for children – over the potential enjoyment of a story. For Webb 
to want a book for the Puffin list, the priorities were the other way round: enjoyment 
came first, something the reviewer seems to have missed. 
The theme of children righting a wrong is common to several of Bawden’s books 
published by Puffin; she also touches on subjects such as child neglect, poverty, race and 
the effect of divorce on children. However, in line with Webb’s emphasis on satisfying, 
well-told stories, these issues are secondary to the plot; the characters, as critics have 
pointed out, are realistic children, drawn from a wider section of society than had 
previously been the norm in children’s fiction. Bawden, who served as a magistrate for a 
decade, made use of her first-hand experience of crime and social problems to inform her 
writing, but she very specifically did not intend her work to form part of any solution to a 
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particular problem, saying that literature ‘is not a branch of the social services’.34 In 
Squib, the protagonist Kate and her friends Sammy and Robin, come to believe that a 
small child whom they have befriended at the park is being abused. They have to decide 
what, if any, action to take, and through the dilemmas posed by Bawden, readers are 
encouraged to confront an unpleasant but real social problem. Kate has other problems to 
face, since her father and younger brother drowned in an accident four years before the 
start of the book. Through Kate’s increasing anxiety about Squib and the resulting feeling 
she has that he is her dead brother, who has miraculously survived, a crisis is built. In the 
end, there is a happy ending: Squib, who was indeed being maltreated, is adopted and still 
lives near, and Kate’s mother helps her realise both that he is not Kate’s brother, and that 
Kate’s mother is not the right person to adopt him: ‘“Darling, I really am sorry. I can see 
it would be nice; like a story. But in real life there aren’t any right true happy endings. 
You have to get used to things as they are”’.35 Bawden allows the reader to experience a 
good-enough happiness without supplying the less realistic, fairy-tale ending which Kate 
initially believes she needs. Kate and the reader have matured through the experiences; 
have become more aware of how the world works, but have not been denied an exciting 
last-minute rescue and a resolution to Squib’s miserable life and to Kate’s worries about 
the family tragedy which has been haunting her. Everyone can move on and the 
resolution of Squib’s problems is the means for helping Kate to face her own situation 
with better understanding.  
Both Mayne and Bawden conclude their books in ways which are essentially 
conservative: problems are resolved and stability restored. Bawden’s protagonists are 
restored to their families safely and with the emotional bonds strengthened; Mayne’s 
characters see their boat sink but it was never going to sail to Holland – that was just the 
dream which kept them busy. Webb’s priorities when selecting Puffin books were the 
same whatever the genre: she was looking for good-quality writing with a gripping story 
and for the book to have integrity as a whole through subject and style. While she hoped 
                                                 
34 Nina Bawden, In My Own Time: Almost an Autobiography (London: Virago, 1994), p. 159; Nina 
Bawden, ‘A Dead Pig and My Father’, in Writers, Critics and Children, ed. by Geoff Fox and others 
(London: Heinemann Educational Books, 1976), pp.3-14, p. 5. Article first published in Children’s 
Literature in Education no 14, May 1974. 
35 Nina Bawden, Squib (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1973) [1971], p. 106. 
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to reach a mass audience by providing books that tackled a variety of subjects and genres 
and in many styles, she never set out to fill a very specific gap on a particular topic. 
Where her choice of books, whether from realism, or any other genre, pushes boundaries, 
it does so because it also fits the other criteria. In many ways, whatever her aspirations 
for widening her community of readers, Webb still made her choices from a very middle-
class position which assumed that literary books were best for every reader, and that 
making them widely available and attractive would result in a wider range of readers. 
This position is supported by Elaine Moss, who wrote approvingly of the slow speed of 
increase in the portrayal of race in books:  
far better that the development should be slow, the books generated by true 
creative impulse: a mushrooming of superficial books in which half the faces in 
the pictures are shaded but none of the attitudes in the stories come through, 
would be disastrous’.36
Other editors and educators took a different approach. For example writer, author and 
critic Aidan Chambers instituted and edited Topliners, an imprint aimed at reluctant 
readers and readers from different backgrounds who might feel that they could not see 
themselves reflected in much children’s writing at the time, or who needed coaxing to 
read. While he did not set out to lower literary standards, Chambers prioritised the 
encouragement of diversity of subject and writer on the grounds that by providing an 
outlet for publication, he would be encouraging more books and eventually better books 
which would fill existing gaps.37
To keep the Puffin community supplied with the wide variety of authors and subject 
matter which was part of Webb’s commitment meant a constant search for new 
developments and new writers and books. Here Puffin benefitted from Webb’s 
international profile and wide network of friends and colleagues which ensured that she 
was aware of the direction of children’s literature in many parts of the world. Readers in 
different countries had different preferences, something which Webb took note of. This 
affected Puffin’s prospective sales abroad and also showed where she might look for new 
                                                 
36 Elaine Moss, Children’s Books of the Year 1973 (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1974), pp. 8-9. 
37 This subject is covered much more fully in Lucy Pearson, ‘The Making of Modern Children’s Literature: 
Quality and Ideology in British Children’s Literature of the 1960s and 1970s’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, 
University of Newcastle upon Tyne, 2010), Chapter Three: ‘Aidan Chambers and Topliner’, pp. 162-227. 
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ideas. As the next section will show, Webb’s travels on behalf of Puffin were a two-way 
process in which she combined promotion of Puffin with the accumulation of new titles 
for the list. 
Internationalism: Webb’s Travels Abroad 
‘Australian books considered more realistic than British books where 
(they feel) realism only acceptable if set in times past’ 
- Kaye Webb, ‘Children’s Reading Over the World’, typed notes, n.d., Seven Stories, the 
Centre for Children's Books, Kaye Webb Collection, KW/07/04/08/07f.2. 
In the 1970s there was a general agreement in the children’s book world that America 
and Australia were ahead of the U.K. in publishing realist texts. Webb, quoted above, 
was aware that Australia had a reputation for producing ‘more realistic’ books than 
Britain. Eyre suggests that the longer tradition of realism was part of the explanation for 
why American writers were able ‘to write simply and naturally about everyday life (as 
they do also, of course, in Australia) without the too obvious straining after an effect that 
mars much of British writing of this kind’. 38 Given Webb’s awareness of the strengths of 
realism from Australia and the U.S. coupled with the fact that in 1971 Webb, on behalf of 
Puffin, embarked on a long publicity tour of Australia and New Zealand, it is not 
surprising that during this decade many of the realist texts published by Puffin were by 
Australian authors. During the course of her travels, Webb became ill with a return of her 
recurrent rheumatoid arthritis, which necessitated hospital treatment. The arthritis meant 
that, for a while, Webb was unable to write or type easily, and as a result there was a 
period when communication with her office staff at Harmondsworth was conducted 
through audio tapes, each of which was posted back to England and transcribed. (See 
Figures 29 and 30 below.) This chance need to keep in touch with the Puffin office while 
unable to write, and in the days before trans-continental telephone and similar 
communication was cheap and efficient, together with the survival of the tapes and 
transcripts in the Webb archive, allows an unusually intimate look at how she conducted 
business, what books she was pursuing, and her working methods at a period when she 
and Puffin were tremendously successful. 
                                                 
38 Eyre, British Children’s Books p. 150. 
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Figures 29 and 30 Seven Stories, KW/07/01/04/03/10f.3 and KW/07/01/04/03/08f.2, Seven Stories. Two 
pages from transcripts of tapes made by Kaye Webb and sent back to her office in Harmondsworth. The 
initials show which member of staff will deal with each job.
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Figure 30 The transcript shows how Webb is giving instructions for films and publicity material which she 
needs for her tour as well as instructions for work continuing in her absence back in  England. In particular 
she issues detailed instructions about the forthcoming issue of Puffin Post and is in the process of buying 
unusual New Zealand presents. This level of attention to detail is typical for Webb.
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Keeping in Touch: ‘Hello, My Dear Old Duckies’ 
There’s an absolutely marvellous book, which I would love you to try and 
get hold of, called SMITH’S GAZELLE by Lionel Davidson. You may 
have already mentioned it, or somebody has, but it’s absolutely marvellous 
and it’s Cape. […] don’t go straight to Cape, ring Oliver, Caldecott and 
ask him if he’s going to buy it and if not, say you know, we’d like to ask 
for it. Say we think we’ll get a lower price if he leaves you to negotiate 
yourself. If he turns it down, if he’s going to and we come in for it as a 
Peacock very fast, because it is a kind of in-between-book which will have 
more appeal to young children than to grown-ups I think. However, we 
may not be so lucky. It’s just a chance. 
- Kaye Webb, typed transcript of tape beginning ‘Hello, my dear old duckies!’, [May 
1971], SS, KW/07/01/04/03/10f.3. 
This extract from a transcript of one of the tapes made by Webb during her 1971 tour 
seems confusing and muddled at first glance, since it is effectively a transcription of 
Webb speaking straight to her colleagues in the office rather than a thought-out letter. 
What it shows is her reaction to the discovery of a new book which she wants for her list 
– as a Peacock in this instance. Smith’s Gazelle was newly published in 1971. Webb 
moved fast in the hope of securing the paperback rights. Because of the possibility that 
Oliver Caldecott, a Fiction Editor at Penguin, might have offered for it already, he must 
be consulted. If he had not made an offer, then Webb believed that a bid for it as a 
children’s book might mean that the rights would be cheaper – a reflection of the lower 
status of books for children. This particular piece of business came to nothing: a note in 
the margin of the transcript says ‘Oliver’s bought’ and it was published by Penguin in 
1974.39
From the transcripts a clear picture emerges of how the Puffin office operated during 
the early 1970s. The first thing to note is the great contrast between the record of Webb’s 
first few months as Editor and these weeks of touring abroad a decade later. In contrast to 
her early days at Puffin, when she worked almost on her own, the transcripts from the 
1970s show a powerful woman who has command of a budget and an office full of staff 
and wields this power in an atmosphere of informality and spontaneity. Webb’s status has 
                                                 
39 Lionel Davidson had two other books published by Puffin during the 1970s, under his pseudonym when 
writing for children, ‘David Line’: Run for Your Life (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1970) and Mike and Me
(Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1976). 
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greatly increased, and she is undoubtedly a career woman at the height of a distinguished 
career. As an example of her high international standing, during the 1971 tour, a radio 
programme introduced Webb by saying ‘she was described in a Dutch magazine as one 
of the six most influential women in England’.40 As the tapes show, her newly elevated 
profile did not changed her working methods: Webb’s tapes display the same charm and 
intimacy with colleagues which were her hallmarks when working at Lilliput. In the tapes 
Webb addresses all of her staff in the Puffin office. She talks of jobs to be done and gives 
news of her trip as she thinks of it; she responds with warmth and sympathy to personal 
events about which she has been told. In the office, as with her stable of writers and 
illustrators, there is no clear demarcation between business and personal information. The 
typescript appears to have been made by one of her staff at Puffin, and has handwritten 
initials in the margin to indicate which member of staff will deal with which points. 
Occasionally, personal information has a diagonal line through it – presumably as a 
reminder that it does not need any action. No attempt is made to obscure it, suggesting a 
high level of intimacy in the Puffin working environment. The clear impression is that 
Webb and her team were a friendly and relaxed group.  
Webb and Puffin were already well-known in Australia before her arrival on this tour 
and while there she had the status of a literary ambassador, a role that reflected well on 
Puffin and gave it enhanced prominence too: 
Melbourne rejoices that you will be coming here in June and the words ‘Kaye 
Webb’s coming’ are on the lips of librarians and booky people. The Children’s 
Book Council are particularly happy because visits by overseas people such as 
yourself do help enormously to make the public aware of the importance of good 
books. […] We would like you to be our star speaker for the morning session.41
Throughout the trip, Webb’s primary concern was that she should raise public awareness 
of Puffin, increase book sales, recruit enough Puffin Club members to make an 
Australian branch of the Puffin Club viable, and scout for potential books to publish back 
                                                 
40 Kaye Webb, ‘Australian Broadcasting Commission. Guest of Honour Kaye Webb’, typescript of script 
for broadcast of 11 July 1971, SS, KW/07/01/04/03/12f.1. 
41 Nance Donkin to Kaye Webb, 27 March 1971, SS, KW/07/01/04/03/01. At least two of Donkin’s books 
were published by Puffin, following Webb’s trip to Australia: Nance Donkin, House by the Water
(Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1973) [1969]; Nance Donkin, Johnny Neptune (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1973) 
[1971]. Nance Donkin (1915-2008), author, reviewer and President of the Victoria branch of the Children’s 
Book Council 1968-1976. 
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home. This was a perfect opportunity to widen the Puffin community of readers both 
generally and through expanding the Puffin Club. As Puffin editor it was part of her job 
to make and nurture contacts and to create a network of people around the world who 
might exchange information on books and authors or be able to help to promote Puffin 
interests. A high–profile tour was an excellent way to do this. Webb’s engagements 
brought together a variety of different strands from the children’s book world including 
the children themselves, student teachers, booksellers and critics: the same milieu in 
which she moved in the U.K. She visited bookshops, met Puffin Club members in front 
of television cameras and spread Puffin Club material widely, which proved to be very 
popular and a good way to generate new members for the club. She spoke at teacher-
training colleges, showing audiences material such as Puffin author ‘passports’ and 
Puffin author films about Joan Aiken and William Mayne, all of which those listening 
were keen to buy as teaching aids.42 (See Figure 31 below for an example of a Puffin 
Passport.)She watched drama productions, attended social events, including a cocktail 
party, signing party and a book show. She gave interviews, appeared on the radio and 
television and generated newspaper coverage which she asked her office to round up and 
send to Ron Blass, a Penguin director, as proof that her visit was generating publicity for 
Puffin.43 ‘I think we’ve sold lots more Puffins and I think [the trip’s] been worth it’, she 
told her colleagues.44  
                                                 
42 The Puffin Author Passports were poster-sized questionnaires which authors and illustrators filled in as a 
means of providing information about themselves to readers. Often the results were quirky and humorous. 
The Puffin Author films were also produced as a way of providing information on authors. 
43 Kaye Webb, typed transcript of tape beginning ‘Hello my old dears’, [May 1971], SS, 
KW/07/01/04/03/08f.3. 
44 Kaye Webb, typed transcript of tape beginning ‘Hello my old dears’, [May 1971], SS, 
KW/07/01/04/03/08f.4. 
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Figure 31 Puffin Passport for Ursula Moray Williams UMW/04/08/01, Seven Stories. All passports follow 
the same pattern of personal information and a photograph. The characteristic use of alliteration abounds 
with ‘particulars’, ‘peculiarities’ and ‘preferences’ the categories which must be ‘perused’ before the author 
is able to be ‘pronounced a proper Puffin author’. 
While working to promote Puffin books abroad, Webb was simultaneously receiving 
and passing on recommendations for books, together with making decisions about other 
books which were already part-way through the publishing pipeline back in 
Harmondsworth. She wrote to Anne Ingram, the outside editorial consultant in Australia, 
‘I really think the first priority is to get the Angus and Robertson titles tied up [which is] 
essential to begin with in order to get the print order high enough, although we’ve got to 
keep the quality’, another reminder of the constant need to balance costs with quality.45
Webb had to balance achieving her own publishing choices with taking books which the 
publisher – in this case Angus and Robertson – hoped that Puffin would publish. All this 
                                                 
45 Angus & Robertson, an Australian bookseller and publishing company. It operated a London publishing 
department from 1938-1980. See: Ian Norrie, Mumby’s Publishing and Bookselling in the Twentieth 
Century 6th edn (London: Bell & Hyman, 1982), pp. 72, 136. Kaye Webb to Rachel Gilder, 4 July [1971], 
SS, KW/07/01/04/03/13. verso. 
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had to be done without tying up so many titles to one publisher that it looked as if there 
were a formal arrangement being honoured.  
As Webb saw it, ‘Magic Pudding is the title on which all the others hang’.46 Puffin had 
first published The Magic Pudding (1918) in 1957 but was able to reissue it in 1972, so 
evidently these negotiations were successful. Angus and Robertson had reprinted the title 
a year previously. Webb mentions ‘another certainty’: House by the Water by Nance 
Donkin.47 This was published in 1973, Donkin’s first book to be published by Puffin. 
Webb published a second book by Donkin in the same year. Her decision was based on 
Rachel Gilder wanting it, Anne Ingram, the outside editorial consultant in Australia, 
liking it, and Webb herself liking ‘what [she] saw of it’.48 The books under consideration 
come from a range of genres – The Magic Pudding is fantasy and House by the Water is 
historical fiction – and there is no question of realism being the only genre under 
consideration during this trip. Webb’s negotiations for books, whether in the U.K. or 
abroad, clearly involved a juggling act where practical considerations had to be balanced 
with her aims for the Puffin list. However, it is noticeable that the general growing 
interest in realism in children’s books during this period is reflected in the books in which 
Webb is interested. Webb was at the height of her powers as an editor and publisher but 
did not relax her efforts to keep Puffin ahead of other publishers. She was eager to 
discover new books and be the first to publish them in paperback. In seeking out some of 
the more realistic fiction which was being written, while ensuring that it still conformed 
to her high literary standards, Webb was able to avoid the decline in standards which, for 
example, Aidan Chambers risked with Topliners.  
One of the books which Webb wished to add to the Puffin list at this time was Walter 
Macken’s The Flight of the Doves (1968).49 In the transcript she asks her colleague 
Doreen to ‘offer urgently’ for it, saying that it ‘is an absolutely marvellous book and I 
can’t understand how nobody gave it to me before’.50 As a measure of how much she 
                                                 
46 Norman Lindsay, The Magic Pudding (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1957, reissued 1972) [1918]. 
47 Nance Donkin, House by the Water (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1973). 
48 Kaye Webb to Rachel Gilder, 4 July [1971], SS, KW/07/01/04/03/13. verso. 
49 Walter Macken, The Flight of the Doves (London: Piccolo, 1971) [1968]. 
50 Kaye Webb, typed transcript of tape beginning ‘Hi there! This is the Korkill home’, [May 1971], SS, 
KW/07/01/04/03/09f.1. 
239
would like the book, she instructs Doreen to offer £250 for it, in contrast to £150 - £200 
for Angry River (1972), which she also wished to take.51 Macken’s book never appeared 
in Puffin, but was published by Piccolo, the children’s book imprint of Macmillan, that 
year. Evidently it was a book they wished to retain and publish themselves. Nevertheless, 
it is interesting to see an example of the type of book which was of interest to Webb at 
this time. The Flight of the Doves is the story of two boys who cross Ireland to escape 
from their cruel stepfather and reach the safety of their grandmother. The themes of the 
book include law versus justice and the problems of judging by appearance, in particular 
of judging adults by their appearance. Both the themes and the narrative style fit in well 
with Webb’s increasing interest in realistic writing which addressed tough contemporary 
situations. The book is described as ‘the more serious and satisfying’ of Macken’s two 
children’s books.52 It was made into a film of the same name in 1971 and is still in print. 
The instructions in the transcript illustrate how much had changed in ten years; most 
significantly, Webb could no longer rely on acquiring the rights to the books which she 
wanted for Puffin. Rival publishers were now very aware of the value of paperback books 
and were more likely to have their own paperback imprints.  
Although Webb was travelling, and taking this opportunity to discover new authors 
and new books, she was not turning her back on new books from the U.K. Amongst the 
books for which Webb made offers while on her trip were Angry River, mentioned above, 
and Emma Tupper’s Diary (1971) by Peter Dickinson.53 Again the common factor is 
some degree of realism. The Dickinson is fantasy, in that it involves the discovery of a 
group of prehistoric monsters living deep in a Scottish lake. However, the action and 
setting of the book are predominantly realistic, with an extended family of squabbling 
siblings and their cousin. Ruskin Bond’s ‘[d]ramatic and tender story’ is set in India and 
shows the devastating effect of a flood on illiterate Sita as first her house and then she 
                                                                                                                                                 
50 Kaye Webb, typed transcript of tape beginning ‘Hi there! This is the Korkill home’, [May 1971], SS, 
KW/07/01/04/03/09f.1. The initials ‘DS’ are added by hand next to this request and it is probably Doreen 
Scott who is referred to. 
51 Ruskin Bond, Angry River (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1974) [1972]. Ruskin Bond was the author of a 
story in the first issue of Puffin Post, discussed in Chapter 5. 
52 A. W. England, ‘Macken, Walter’ in Twentieth Century Children’s Writers, ed. by D. L. Kirkpatrick 
(London and Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1978), pp. 814-815, (p. 815). 
53 Peter Dickinson, Emma Tupper’s Diary (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1973) [1971]. 
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herself are swept away by the angry river of the title. 54 The book addresses serious 
contemporary issues, using characters to whom readers can relate, against the background 
of a culture and country which will be alien for most readers, but written by an Indian 
author who can provide an insider’s view of his country. Webb did succeed in buying 
Bond’s book for the list, though she considered it to be ‘less certain’ than The Flight of 
the Doves and her instructions to Doreen were, ‘[d]on’t offer £250 for Angry River. Offer 
£150 and see if you can get away with it or else £200 cos it’s less certain.’55 As this 
example shows, she was good at selecting the books, and shrewd about squeezing the 
most from her budget, demonstrating again her ability to couple literary standards with 
alertness to contemporary taste as well as business acumen. In part it was this awareness 
of changing taste and emerging trends in writing, such as a grittier style of realism, which 
ensured that Puffin rode the 1970s economic downturn as well as it did, since this 
enabled Puffin to remain highly profitable.  
 Some of the realism published by Puffin was set firmly in the landscape of Australia 
which was unfamiliar to many British readers. Two particularly important Australian 
writers during the 1970s were Patricia Wrightson and Ivan Southall. Both were highly 
regarded, winning prizes in Australia and abroad.56 Townsend considered them to be the 
two outstanding living Australian writers of the time.57 Both wrote realistically in very 
different ways. Southall’s realism is truly gritty and harsh. His protagonists are ordinary 
children, often caught up in natural disasters who must demonstrate courage and strength 
of character to survive. In Ash Road (1966) a group of children have to fight a fire 
without the help of adults. In Hills End (1962) a catastrophic storm leaves most of the 
children from a small isolated community struggling to get back safely to their homes; 
when they finally do, they discover that they are cut off from the outside world and from 
most of the adults of the village.58 The settings are wild, remote and harsh, challenging 
                                                 
54 Elaine Moss, Children’s Books of the Year 1974 (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1975), p. 115. 
55 Kaye Webb, typed transcript of tape beginning ‘Hi there! This is the Korkill home’, [May 1971], SS, 
KW/07/01/04/03/09f.1. 
56 Each author received the Children’s Book Council of Australia Book of the Year award for four of their 
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57 Townsend, Written for Children (1974), p. 285. 
58 Ivan Southall: Ash Road (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1967) [1966]; Hills End (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 
1965) [1962].  
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the protagonists in ways different to much of the British realism available for the Puffin 
list at this point. One very central Puffin quality displayed by Southall’s writing is lack of 
compromise for a child audience, something which Southall acknowledged: ‘It is my 
basic philosophy to regard the person who reads my work, whether the person be child or 
adult, as my emotional and intellectual equal’.59 This resonates with the ‘intelligent, 
critical readers’ to which Puffin had aspired since its beginning. An eleven-year old 
reader gave this verdict on Ash Road and Hills End: 
The children are real and none of them are anything like perfect. They aren’t 
alone for months on end, only a few days, but it’s enough to [sic] the reader to get 
to know and like them in. The children are normal and scared about being alone 
with a bull roaming about the town loose. This is a very human book. (HC, 11).60
Wrightson’s books include The Rocks of Honey (1960) and I Own the Racecourse! 
(1968).61 In The Rocks of Honey the setting is a farm out in the Australian Bush 
surrounded by wild countryside. Here white Barney and part-aboriginal Eustace become 
friends as they hunt for a legendary stone axe, trailed after by the irritating white girl 
Winnie. Finding the axe precipitates a crisis which highlights the cultural differences 
between the children: what to Barney is an ancient artefact worthy of a museum has a 
completely different meaning to Eustace’s relatives, for whom it represents ‘our people’, 
who wish it to stay hidden.62 Winnie feels excluded from the discussions of what to do 
with the axe because she is a girl and the two boys frequently ignore her. The physical 
setting is exotic, and the isolated way of life is unfamiliar to most British readers too, but 
the relationship between the three children is recognisably realistic. They bicker, then 
accommodate each other, but are ultimately bound together by their proximity which 
overrides cultural or gender divides. In showing how the children gradually reach an 
understanding that the axe belongs to its original culture, Wrightson presents a picture of 
how mutual understanding can counteract the colonising impulse. This is a debate which 
is still relevant today as museums have to engage with such issues as the repatriation of 
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60 Kaye Webb, typescript beginning ‘First I ought to establish’’, SS, KW/07/04/08/12f.8. 
61 Patricia Wrightson, The Rocks of Honey (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1966) [1960]; Patricia Wrightson, I 
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aboriginal remains collected in the nineteenth century and handed to museums including 
the Natural History Museum.63  
The setting of I Own the Racecourse! (1968) is urban, and here the action centres 
round a group of boys, one of whom, Andy, has learning difficulties. His friends accept 
his difference and are protective of him, furnishing the book at one level with a message 
of tolerance and inclusivity, but there is no preaching or sense of the book addressing 
‘issues’ in a bibliotherapeutic way: Andy is simply one of a group of ordinary, fallible, 
friends who look out for one another. 
Realism at Home 
Although by the 1960s and 1970s there was a belief that children’s literature should 
provide a more accurate picture of real life, this does not mean that there was a consensus 
about just how realistic it was appropriate to be or what subjects, if any, should be off-
limits. Teenage sexuality was a particularly sensitive area and the ‘right’ children’s books 
were seen by some as a corrective to corrupting influences in the media. One 
educationalist, Michael Duane, said that ‘[y]ou can only teach morality through 
literature’, which places a heavy burden on literature but demonstrates also the lag 
between mores and trends in the country in general, which were pushing at traditional 
moral boundaries, and the more traditional, didactic world of children’s literature, 
representing safety and sheltered morals.64 Eyre too expressed the belief that realistic 
books could be useful, ‘[f]or we live in a complex and troubled society and those growing 
up into it, who will have to carry its burdens into the future, need help’.65 However, he 
dismissed the idea that a good book can grow out of a desire to address a specific issue:  
I do not believe that the author who sets out with the intention of “dealing” with a 
specific social problem is ever likely to produce a first-class book. […] It is 
possible for an imaginative and creative novel to be true to life, but it is 
impossible for the planned realistic novel – the one that sets out deliberately to 
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deal with illegitimacy, or drug-taking, or some other currently fashionable topic, 
to be truly imaginative and creative.66
Children’s reading – their actual reading, as opposed to the reading their caretaking 
adults aspired to on their behalf – became headline news in 1971 when the Oz Schoolkids 
Issue became the subject of an obscenity trial.67 Oz, an underground magazine for adults, 
gave over the May 1970 issue to be written and edited by schoolchildren aged between 
fourteen and eighteen.68 Amongst the charges faced by Oz was conspiracy to ‘corrupt the 
morals of young children and other young persons [and] to arouse and implant in the 
minds of these young people lustful and perverted desires’.69 It is unsurprising that this 
case led many adults to see a need for a wholesome alternative to provide the ‘right’ 
message to readers. This reader involvement invites comparison with Puffin Post
although the contrast between the two magazines is great, not least because Oz was not 
written for a child audience. Their community of readers was very different yet both were 
aware, albeit for very different purposes, of the value of readers’ contributions. Oz
solicited their contributors for a one-off occasion, from outside their target readership, a 
very different strategy from that of Puffin Post, but both attracted young, talented writers, 
some of whom went on to influential careers in the arts.70  
Wholesome examples of realistic fiction were central to Elaine Moss’s ‘best books’ 
list of 1971, which highlighted books which engaged with contemporary issues while 
also providing appropriate moral examples to follow: 
[a]uthors and publishers have not been slow to grasp their function in the 
changing world in which our children are maturing. […] several novels appear 
which show their heroes or heroines coping with problems of violence, drugs and 
the sexually permissive age in which we live. All the books chosen are both 
realistic and warm at the heart, all have a proper sense of values and all therefore, 
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by looking life in the face, can help the young to form their own ethical code.71  
Here Moss, like many of her contemporaries who were professionally concerned with the 
education of children, acknowledges that the world is changing and believes that authors 
and publishers have a function in the world, implicitly a function in connection with 
children’s maturation. Her view that readers can be provided with realistic fiction which 
also upholds certain moral standards and ‘proper’ values fits well with the Webb and 
Puffin ethos of providing the best quality and gaining the trust of parents.  
As writers were taking more risks and addressing more contemporary and complex 
concerns, so editors were placed in the position of having to take decisions about whether 
or not to publish such books on their list. Webb was aware from feedback through the 
Puffin community that children could and did use books for reassurance and as a way of 
sorting through their own thoughts and worries: 
[R]ecently, as a grown-up editor, I had a letter from one of my readers which said: 
‘Can you tell me if there are any books with quarrels in them, because my family 
always seems to be quarrelling, but no one else’s does.’72
They might need escapism or entertainment, but at times they might also need to see their 
own situation reflected. This is not the same as a belief in the benefits of bibliotherapy, 
where an exact parallel of a reader’s dilemma must be represented in order to provide 
maximum benefit and guidance. Webb’s strong sense of her duty to Puffin readers meant 
that she saw it as important to provide books which spoke to as many as possible. 
Through her active search for new work, at home and abroad, and because she was open-
minded, Webb was able to spot books which worked on several levels and had the 
potential to be read by different readers in different ways. Such multi-layered writing was 
a typical Puffin characteristic so it was natural that Webb should be alert to books which 
functioned in several ways.  
As the decade progressed, authors demonstrated that it was possible to produce books 
that were equally capable of tackling social problems and providing satisfying stories. 
Books did not have to be based in reality to provide a means to explore real problems, but 
many of the issues coming to the fore in the 1970s lent themselves to realism. Australia, 
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as we have seen, was strong in the realism which observed ordinary children, perhaps in 
extraordinary situations, and examined character. Other realism at this time covered more 
controversial and sensitive issues, something which was potentially more problematic for 
Puffin, who had a reputation for safe standards to uphold. Nevertheless, Webb’s strong 
sense of Puffinness, which incorporated a much more conventional morality than she had 
sometimes displayed in her private life, enabled her to find books which interrogated 
surprisingly adventurous topics. One such came from America, supporting the general 
belief that the U.S. was ahead of the U.K. in its courage. It is a book which, superficially, 
bears none of the hallmarks of Puffinness, from its title to its subject matter. However a 
closer look shows that it does contain the Puffin ingredients.   
Dinky Hocker Doesn’t Shoot Smack Really  
Dinky Hocker Shoots Smack! (1972) by M. E. Kerr is an example of a book which could 
be said to be ‘dealing’ with social problems and yet is a witty, uplifting book which just 
happens to have protagonists who between them have a variety of not uncommon 
adolescent problems.73 Far from being a ‘worthy’, earnest book to ‘help’ readers, the text 
pokes fun at worthy adults who take this attitude. The four protagonists are Susan 
(Dinky) who is overweight, her cousin Natalia, who has mental health problems, Tucker, 
and P. John, whose problems are less immediately obvious, but whose emotional needs 
are neglected in different ways by their families. The adults are depicted as self-absorbed, 
domineering and unable to see their children as individuals. Dinky Hocker’s problem is 
not drugs, in the sense that she does not ‘shoot smack’, despite the title. Dinky’s problem 
is her parents, who are so bound up in their community do-gooding that they do not see 
anything untoward in the fact that they still call her by her childhood nickname of 
‘Dinky’ even though she is now fourteen, or notice that she is unhealthily overweight. 
Her mother puts all her energy into running therapy groups for drug addicts, which is 
why Dinky eventually paints the shocking legend ‘Dinky Hocker Shoots Smack!’ all over 
the town, just as her mother receives a community award for her work with drug addicts: 
it is the only way that she feels she will ever attract her mother’s attention. Dinky’s 
problems are only indirectly a result of drug-taking; the real problem she and her friends 
face is parental neglect – not the sort of neglect faced by the children in Gumble’s Yard,
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whose guardians do a moon-light flit and leave them alone, but an unaware middle-class 
neglect with harmful consequences nonetheless. At the end of the book the families have 
begun to face up to the different emotional needs of their children and are taking steps to 
repair the fractures in family life, something which fits clearly with Puffin morality. 
However this conventional closure should not obscure the innovative aspects of the book 
for the time; aspects which show Webb’s courage in making choices for the Puffin list. 
Tony Watkins and Zena Sutherland say of the book that ‘[e]ven the title […] caused a 
stir’ in 1972 when it was first published.74  
In an interview for Children’s Literature journal, M. E. Kerr explained how she was 
originally advised to change the title: 
When I wrote that, Harper wanted me to use a different title. They wanted me to 
call it Inside Dinky Hocker because inside every heavy person there's a thin 
person trying to get out. Well, my agent said it's not going to sell as well as with 
"shoots smack" in the title. But I'm not sure that's true because librarians and 
teachers are the main purchasers of books and they never liked "shoots smack." 
Sometimes people call it Dinky Hocker, like the people who filmed it for an 
afternoon special; they called it Dinky Hocker and left "shoots smack" out.75
Gollancz published the book in the UK a year later and Puffin in 1976, so by this time 
four years had elapsed to soften the shock of the title. Nevertheless, a drugs reference in 
the title of a book is a far cry from the perceived image of Puffin as upholders of cosy 
domesticity. As Kerr’s interview shows, the title was often shortened to ‘Dinky Hocker’ 
even some years later, and she acknowledged that librarians and teachers found it a 
difficult title. Evidently there had been a change in social attitudes and in the Penguin 
hierarchy to allow the drugs reference in the title, and in the content of the book, when 
only nine years before there had been a scandal at the use of the word ‘psychedelic’ on 
advertising material for the Puffin Club. Perhaps this accounts for the blurb: ‘Dinky 
Hocker didn’t shoot smack (take drugs) but she was a girl with a weight problem’.76
While not a disclaimer about the subject matter of the book, it does immediately explain 
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the context of the title (as well as what ‘shooting smack’ means for those unfamiliar with 
the phrase).  
Drug-taking had become increasingly visible during the 1960s and 1970s and since it 
carried a certain glamour because of its association with pop groups and hippy culture, 
children’s books had to tread a careful line in how they dealt with it. The controversy 
aroused by a much more recent Puffin book with a strong drugs theme, Melvyn Burgess’s 
Junk (1996), is a reminder that, while the writing of realism progresses, some subjects 
remain sensitive.77 The blurb for Dinky Hocker goes on to explain that Dinky’s mother 
runs ‘therapy groups for drug addicts’, making it plain that drugs do feature in the book 
but simultaneously giving some guarantees about the book’s attitude towards them. 
Implicitly, then, the blurb reassures the adult decision-makers about the suitability of the 
book rather than addressing the Puffin community: it is providing reassurance that the 
book is not as subversive as it may seem at first sight. There is an age-recommendation of 
twelve and over, but no overt warning about the subject matter being difficult. In the light 
of current concerns about age-banding of books, with regard to suitable and unsuitable 
subjects, it seems remarkable that Puffin had so little visible sign or suggestion that it 
might be controversial, back in 1976. But the fact is that behind the striking title is a book 
which highlights a sometimes invisible victim of abuse: middle-class children. Kerr said 
of the book: 
There's always something I'm interested in either attacking or exposing, so 
naturally I think Dinky Hocker Shoots Smack! was about a woman that was 
putting out a figurative fire out in the house across the street when her own house 
was on fire. I think that's true in a lot of families.78
Kevin and Sadie – a ‘Difficult Proposition’ for Puffin?  
The second example of how Webb handled the publication of controversial subject matter 
is Puffin’s publication of the ‘Kevin and Sadie’ books (1970-1976) by Joan Lingard, a 
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series set against the background of the Troubles in Northern Ireland.79 The first in the 
series, The Twelfth Day of July, was published by Hamish Hamilton in 1970 and by 
Puffin in 1973.80 There is no doubt that this book tackles a subject that was both topical 
and sensitive at the time. It tells the story of two groups of children in Belfast who live 
only streets away from each other but, because one group is Protestant and the other 
Catholic, are brought up to hate and despise each other. They are at war with each other, 
just as the adults around them are. The central characters are two teenagers from the 
different areas: Kevin McCoy is Catholic and Sadie Jackson is Protestant. Both are from 
working-class families, both have a reputation for wild behaviour. When they fall in love 
across the religious divide, echoing Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, they face animosity 
from their families and their communities. Lingard shows the story from the perspective 
of both families, providing a sense of balance and fairness while realistically portraying 
the casual and ingrained nature of the automatic sectarian hatred on both sides. Such an 
impartial but vivid and engrossing rendering of a difficult topical issue was surely in line 
with what Duane, Moss, Webb and others would advocate as helpful for children. 
However, the Joan Lingard Collection, held at Seven Stories, the Centre for Children’s 
Books, provides evidence of the initial resistance in some quarters to the controversial 
nature of the subject matter.81 When Lingard first sent some preliminary ideas for the 
book to her agent, Osyth Leeston, at A. M. Heath & Company, Leeston was discouraging 
and expressed doubts: 
though interesting, [the idea] does present certain difficulties because libraries and 
publishers may not be enthusiastic about a book on the Ulster situation bringing in 
the clash between Protestants and Catholics. Also by the time such a book 
appears, the situation may be very much changed, we hope for the better. We do 
think that such a book would be rather a difficult proposition.82  
This reluctance to encourage Lingard to write the book was reinforced by Leeston’s 
enthusiasm and advice for the alternative book about which Lingard had written in the 
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same letter. Leeston couches her reservations in terms of the libraries and publishers not 
being enthusiastic about the subject, but it also seems that she is herself hoping that there 
will be no need to bring this difficult subject to children’s attention. In fact, the violence 
continued until the ceasefire of 1994, and the tension and bloodshed were inescapable for 
children living in Northern Ireland.  
Lingard personally took the idea to Julia MacRae, editor at Hamish Hamilton, who 
reacted differently from Leeston and encouraged Lingard to write the book which she 
then published in 1970, publishing the remainder of the series as it was written over the 
next six years. Webb published the first two ‘Keven and Sadie’ books in 1973 and the 
final one came out in Puffin in 1981. In publishing books on a controversial subject, 
Webb was aligning Puffin with a progressive attitude to realism in fiction for children, 
rather than making the safe, paternalistic decision to spare readers the nastiness. This 
point of view was much more in tune with the growing feeling of the new decade that 
children could and should be exposed to the realities of the world. There was a need to do 
this carefully and sensitively, but there was not any benefit from ignoring it. Moss, 
selecting Puffin’s edition of Into Exile, the third of the ‘Kevin and Sadie’ series, as a 
book of the year in 1974, described it as ‘a remarkably daring and successful series’.83
This was only one year after its hardback publication. Clearly Puffin’s publication of the 
‘Kevin and Sadie’ books was indeed a courageous decision and the books were 
potentially ‘rather a difficult proposition’ as Leeston had suggested to Lingard. Yet the 
value to the Puffin community of having these books available can be seen in one 
reader’s response to them: Fiona Terris wrote to Webb with memories of reading by 
torchlight under the bed clothes. Amongst her memories of a variety of different books, 
she talks of reading the ‘Kevin and Sadie’ books and of her sense of identification with 
the characters: she is Protestant and she has a Catholic boyfriend.84 Other Puffin readers 
also had direct experience of the effect of the Troubles: members of a branch of the 
Puffin Club in Ulster had been forced to stop attending meetings because of the constant 
bombing.85 What made it possible to publish Lingard’s books was that they did fit 
Webb’s notions of Puffinness. They were well-written, they were sensitive in their 
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depiction of people and events and were thought-provoking. Nothing about Kevin and 
Sadie’s life together was easy, but the values towards which they were struggling were 
worthwhile: a stable family life and a way out of the prejudice and danger which they 
faced in their home communities. The clear message is that prejudice is harmful and 
tolerance can be hard to achieve, but this is underlying a gritty and compelling love story 
with a dramatic background. These are Puffin values. Ultimately, although interrogating a 
very complex and distressing period which was happening as the books were being 
published, the books showed that there was hope for individuals caught up in the 
Troubles. The books proved to be popular and sold well. In 2010 they had been 
continuously in print for 40 years, selling over 1.3 million copies in many different 
languages.86 Webb had again placed Puffin in the vanguard of the children’s publishing 
industry. 
Conclusion 
Puffin books continued to be phenomenally successful during the 1970s under Kaye 
Webb’s leadership. She and Puffin were very closely associated together and Webb’s 
international profile as a dynamic and successful children’s book expert enabled her to 
travel abroad and gain business and publicity for Puffin. As archival evidence shows, she 
was active in searching for new titles to publish, and her overseas trips brought her into 
contact with new authors and new colleagues in the children’s book world, resulting in 
the publication of a greater number of foreign books. One of the ways in which Puffin’s 
continuing success can be explored is by looking at some of the realism published during 
the 1970s. This was a decade in which realism in children’s literature was increasingly 
exploring current social concerns including class, race and gender. There was a general 
desire to be more representative of society and of problems and issues which child-
readers might encounter, but this could have been difficult for Webb to balance with 
maintaining Puffin’s reputation for safety and quality. However, by making some brave 
choices of subject matter and by not compromising on literary quality, Webb kept the 
Puffin imprint in the forefront of children’s publishing. Realism as a genre flowered in 
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the 1970s and Webb made Puffin a part of this. Julia Eccleshare’s obituary of Webb 
corroborates this finding:  
with the help of her long-serving and devoted editors, she bought in some of the 
bright new names of the future. She began to take more risks, which gave the list 
a fresher feeling entirely fitting with the fast-changing times of the late 1960s and 
early 1970s.87  
During the 1970s, then, the Puffin list developed in ways that were still recognisably 
Puffin, but the subjects covered were very much of the moment: drugs, the bitter politics 
of Northern Ireland, child abuse and incest among them. Their underlying quality is 
evidenced by the fact that many of these works remained in print long after Kaye Webb 
herself had retired.
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Chapter 8 
1970s: ‘The Children’s Market Grows Up – Worse Luck!’ 
Publishers are interested in the children’s market because its profitable, 
that is why for ‘children’ we read ‘consumers’ and why they have to be 
offered what we are sure they will buy. 
- Kaye Webb, ‘The Children’s Market Grows Up – Worse Luck!’1
For almost two decades, Puffin, under Webb, had enjoyed a golden age. During this time 
Webb influenced the whole of children’s publishing in the U.K. Puffin weathered the 
initial economic challenges of the 1970s well, but by the end of the decade the children’s 
publishing industry was changing in ways which left Webb feeling out of step, and age 
and illness meant that Webb’s retirement was in sight. The irony is that the changes were 
often a result of Webb’s innovative work over the past twenty years in raising the profile 
of children’s books and increasing their profitability. Despite her huge achievements for 
Puffin, the second half of the 1970s was punctuated with increasing tensions between 
Webb’s instincts and her role at Puffin, coupled with a growing sense of unease at wider 
changes in the Penguin company. In part these changes resulted from the difficult 
economic background of the period which necessitated new business strategies for all 
industries: publishing was no exception. 
Publishing in a Difficult Economic Climate 
At the end of 1974 Webb wrote to illustrator Richard Kennedy: 
I’m having to cut books off my list – everybody is – because there’s not enough 
paper, and that three-day week meant that the printers simply aren’t able to take 
on any more work, quite apart from the ‘cash flow’ – which are two words that I 
wish I’d never heard of.2
 The background to Webb’s concern was an economic decline through the latter part of 
the 1960s and early 1970s which culminated in a world-wide energy crisis. As a result 
unemployment rose, with traditional industries, such as coal-mining and manufacturing, 
bearing the brunt of the cuts. Trade unions, which had been growing in membership and 
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power, took industrial action in protest at the cuts and reduction in the standard of living. 
The national miners’ strikes of 1972 and 1974 were particularly disruptive to the 
economy. In 1973-4 oil prices quadrupled, leading to very high inflation rates, peaking in 
1975 at 27%.3 As a result of the international energy crisis the government instituted a 
three-day week for major industry, beginning on 31 December 1973 and lasting for two 
months. The entire country experienced power-cuts and there were knock-on effects for 
businesses, such as the paper-shortage mentioned by Webb in the letter quoted above. 
Nowhere was immune from the financial effects and five months later Webb wrote to 
author and critic Janet Lunn: ‘[w]e’ve just had to declare 39 people redundant in 
Penguins, which has made us all a bit miserable’.4
The downturn in the economy and consequent reduction in public funding forced 
Local Authorities to make cuts, resulting in a very significant decrease in library and 
school spending. This was something which was to have a more or less permanent effect 
on children’s publishing and was a shock after the optimism and expansion in public 
spending and social legislation of the 1960s. Reynolds and Tucker suggest that, during 
the early part of the 1960s, publishing for children was allowed to play by different rules 
from those of adult publishing.5 Interviewees for the Oral Archive express a variety of 
opinions but there was a general agreement that the invisibility of the children’s list could 
lead to a degree of freedom. It certainly was the case for Kaye Webb at Puffin that there 
was a degree of flexibility about the need for profit from every book on her list since she 
was investing in the future of Penguin through the Puffin children’s books. They 
provided a ‘way in’ to Penguin books, a potential means of capturing a young audience 
and earning its loyalty which would pay off when they became dedicated readers of 
Penguin books, as well as consumers who would return to Puffin when they had their 
own children to buy for. Webb speaks of Sir Allen Lane having a ‘swings and 
roundabouts’ attitude to Puffin, and of allowing her to look for long-term profit over 
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short term gain.6 Naturally the fact that her strategy was profitable and successful must 
have made this an easier decision for Lane, but he had held the same view when Eleanor 
Graham was editor. 
As schools and libraries were major purchasers of children’s books, budget cuts also 
directly affected publishers in the form of greatly reduced book sales. Such generous 
public spending was never available again. Libraries at this time would expect to buy the 
vast majority of children’s books which were printed in one year, providing a guaranteed 
basic market for publishers. Sheila Ray, a distinguished children’s librarian and author, 
remembers that as County Schools and Children’s Librarian in Lincolnshire and then for 
Leicestershire between 1958 and 1968, she ‘saw virtually every newly published 
children’s book’ as they would be sent on approval by library supply firms.7 This meant 
that children’s librarians were able to make informed choices about library stock and also 
that they held great power in their ability to affect sales: ‘We were buying in multiples, it 
was nothing to buy 100 copies of the Brian Wildsmith ABC or the Maurice Sendak 
Where the Wild Things Are, for example’.8 Ray remembers the book funds for children’s 
libraries during the 1960s as being ‘enormous’.9 With the serious financial constraints of 
the mid-1970s however, commentators were beginning to foresee an end to publishing 
practices which allowed quality before profit. For Moss, 
one of the fears that must be with us as we approach 1975 is that a cutback in 
numbers of books published, combined with the acute cash flow problem, will 
force upon some children’s publishers the choice between the quick safe sell or 
financial insecurity.10  
This fear was based on the fact that up to this time backlists of known sellers were 
financing experiments and risks; without this ca, tering for minority tastes might 
disappear very soon. As Moss pointed out, ‘it was the boom in children’s publishing at all 
                                                 
6 Kaye Webb, handwritten notes beginning ‘How I Choose’, n.d., SS, KW/11/03/12f.2: ‘My Job A. L. 
support swings/roundabouts’. 
7 Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker, ‘Interview with Sheila Ray’, in Oral Archives: A collection of 
informal conversations with individuals involved in creating or producing children’s literature since 1945, 
compiled by Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker (London: Roehampton University, 1998), 306-318, 
p. 308. 
8 Reynolds and Tucker, ‘Interview with Sheila Ray’, in Oral Archives, p. 308. Brian Wildsmith, ABC
((Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1962); Maurice Sendak, Where the Wild Things Are (London: Bodley 
Head, 1967) [1963]. 
9 Reynolds and Tucker, ‘Interview with Sheila Ray’, in Oral Archives, p. 310. 
10 Elaine Moss, Children’s Books of the Year 1974 (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1975), p.7. 
255
levels that enabled us to have cream on the milk’.11 Puffin was not immune from these 
dilemmas. Reprinting was already a problem and publishers could not afford slow returns 
or to have large amounts of capital tied up in the form of crates of books in the 
warehouse. The tensions between quality and the needs of the market was a tightrope 
which Webb had been walking since she arrived at Puffin. Whereas to begin with her 
concerns were to make the Puffin department more aware of the marketing and business 
aspects of publishing, now as her career moved into the last few years, she was perhaps 
more concerned with putting on the brakes as far as marketing was concerned, in order to 
maintain the quality.  
Amidst these spending cuts it was ironic that the Bullock Report, A Language for Life, 
was published (1975) describing the book as ‘a gateway to the full life’ and stressing the 
need for books to be readily available in schools, libraries and the home.12 For Penguin 
this was good news: for a few years they had been selling books directly to readers 
through schools (a procedure which had needed to be granted special status owing to 
regulations which forbade selling goods in state schools) and the Bullock Report caused 
this to be not merely acceptable but desirable. In Moss’s estimation there was still the 
possibility for expansion in the overseas market since export sales continued to be strong 
but the home market was contracting at that point. Nevertheless paperback rights 
continued to be licensed and this provided a positive side to the situation:  
the outward thrust of paperbacks of all kinds towards children of all abilities is 
under way. Paths for them are being found, cleared and built into highways 
despite the recessions – or perhaps because it brings with it, at last, a sense of 
urgency. Could it be that paperbacks, spread nationwide, will hold the breach, 
generating and sustaining young readers’ enthusiasm for books, whilst the home 
market for hardcover books goes into recessions and out again?’13
The repercussions of this for Puffin Books were considerable. It meant that there was a 
potential way through the recession for them, but it needed to be strategically very astute. 
Again this raised the issue of whether such business strategies would be compatible with 
literary value, and whether, in Webb’s particular case, this would push her integrity and 
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<http://www.educationengland.org.uk/documents/bullock/> [a.ccessed 26/09/11] 
13 Elaine Moss, Children’s Books of the Year 1975, (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1976), p. 12. 
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ideals further than she could accept. As paperback publishers who had already 
established a means of selling books directly to schools through bookclubs, Puffin was in 
a strong position. Other paperback publishers were quick to follow: The Bookworm Club 
was launched in 1975 by E. J. Arnold and W. Heffer in cooperation with Collins, Hodder 
& Stoughton, Pan and Transworld: all paperback publishers. Once again, Puffin led the 
field and opened up new business models for others in the industry. 
In 1975, despite the economic gloom, there was a very slight increase in the number of 
children’s titles printed: a 2.2% increase on 1974’s total of 2,688.14 High inflation meant 
that prices were liable to rise at any point. Most Puffin story books at this point cost 35-
40 pence; Puffin Picture books, which were more expensive to produce because of the 
colour pictures, were mostly priced at 40-50 pence. This contrasted with prices of around 
£1.75-£2.75 for a hardback picture book. Hardback fiction routinely cost £1.95 and over, 
with Oxford University Press charging as much as £3.25.15 The huge difference in prices 
between hardback and paperback shows the attractions to consumers of paperbacks and 
goes some way to explaining how Puffin and other paperback imprints were able to keep 
selling their books during the recession. Institutional resistance to buying paperback 
books softened further in the face of the financial advantages of buying them. The 
challenge for Puffin in the chillier financial climate was to compete economically while 
maintaining Puffinness. Other paperback imprints sold cheap books and weakening the 
Puffin association with quality would negate the strong association in buyers’ minds of 
cheap but high quality.  
Webb was alert to the fact that publishing priorities had changed since she began her 
work for Puffin. She painted a picture of her early publishing career – possibly rosy with 
hindsight – in which she said that ‘the Children’s Publishing Division was an honourable 
minority group, left unquestioned to discover and encourage those writers who genuinely 
wished to write books for children’.16 While appreciating the newly acquired ‘respect and 
financial backing’ which children’s writers and editors now commanded, Webb’s view 
was that this carried with it a significant drawback: that children’s books were now a 
                                                 
14 Moss, Books of the Year 1975,  p. 7. 
15 Book prices taken from Moss, Books of the Year 1975. 
16 Kaye Webb, ‘The Children’s Market Grows Up’, typescript draft of article published in The Bookseller, 
n.d., SS, KW/07/04/08/19.2. 
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commodity and their readers consumers.17 Children’s books had become a victim of their 
own success, constrained by the very achievements for which Webb and others had 
worked so hard and in which Webb had played such a central part. Success, while 
bringing many benefits, had also brought pressure for ‘instant success’ in the same way 
that the adult market demanded quick returns. However the success of good children’s 
books was usually built slowly, over years, through continual selling of a backlist, not 
quickly. The economic squeeze made the financial side of the profit-quality equation 
more necessary and Webb admitted that at the previous Penguin Sales conference – 
probably in 1977 or 1978 – she had found herself ‘talking reassuringly to our 
representatives about the TV and Media potential of the books I was publishing, and only 
about their quality as an afterthought’.18 When quality had always been at the centre of 
Puffin values this was a deeply significant point for Webb to make. She recognised that 
this did not necessarily mean that the decisions would result in poor books, since 
‘[m]arvellous books attract the media’.19 She also acknowledged gratefully that 
‘[m]arvellous publishers – including my own – allow us to back our judgements and keep 
books in print which aren’t likely to make money but which need to be available’. 
Nevertheless, the fact that she was prepared to write to the trade in such outspoken and 
passionate terms suggests that her worries were deep-seated and with foundation. 
Implicitly she was revealing a certain amount of disillusion with the direction of 
children’s publishing, recognising her own and Puffin’s part in this, through creating a 
profitable market. Worryingly, Webb also concluded that even the writing for children 
was now declining in quality: ‘I think some of our finest children’s authors have moved 
from the instinctual rapport with young minds’.20 Webb attributed the ‘Golden Age’ to 
the care which children’s editors gave to individual books and to the consideration of 
individual children as the potential audience. Now she feared that mass sales and 
providing a consumer-led product had resulted in a book trade where ‘we exploit what 
                                                 
17 Kaye Webb, ‘The Children’s Market Grows Up – Worse Luck!’, annotated typescript draft of article 
published in The Bookseller, n.d., SS, KW/11/03/06. 
18 Ibid. f.3. 
19 Kaye Webb, ‘The Children’s Market Grows Up’, typescript draft of article published in The Bookseller, 
n.d., SS, KW/07/04/08/19f.3. 
20 Kaye Webb, ‘The Children’s Market Grows Up’, typescript draft of article published in The Bookseller, 
n.d., SS, KW/07/04/08/19f.3. 
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they like, rather than guide them into the best’.21 Webb’s primary concern was not that 
mass sales in themselves would bring about an end to quality children’s books; what she 
did not want to see was a specific aim for mass sales being prioritised over quality. In fact 
in the early part of the 1970s Puffin had experienced mass sales and healthy profit as a 
result, not of Webb’s choice of a likely best-seller, but through her selection of a book 
which she thought readers would enjoy which went on to become a best-seller. The book 
was Watership Down.22
Watership Down 
Puffin’s publication of Watership Down (1972) by Richard Adams stands out during the 
1970s as a phenomenal achievement in both literary and business terms. The success, 
both artistically and financially, of this lengthy fantasy about rabbits seeking a safe place 
to settle, seemed unforeseeable and is now part of the cultural narrative of the 1970s. It 
demonstrates the way that publication in paperback by Puffin could have a dramatic 
effect on the fortunes of a book and author, as well as influencing the direction of future 
children’s books, in this case by exposing an interest in epic fantasy which at least 
superficially was of a different kind from the Tolkienesque. Above all it showed that 
editing is not a science but an intuitive art as Elaine Moss recognised, commenting: ‘one 
could fairly ask, which sales director, what computer, would have predicted the 
phenomenal success in market terms of an immensely long novel […] about displaced 
rabbits on Watership Down?’.23
Webb was handed Watership Down in proof by Peter Calvocoressi, editorial director 
of Penguin; she ‘read it, and thought it was extraordinary’ As with Stig of the Dump, 
discussed in Chapter 4, she recognised something special about it which had gone 
unnoticed by previous publishers.24 Having made some cuts to the text and encouraged 
publishing company Rex Collings to release it in hardback in 1972, Webb published it as 
                                                 
21 Ibid. f.4. 
22 Richard Adams, Watership Down (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1973) [1972]. 
23 Elaine Moss, ‘The Seventies in British Children’s Books’ in The Signal Approach to Children’s Books, 
ed. by Nancy Chambers (Harmondsworth: Kestrel, 1980), pp. 48-80, (p. 143). 
24 Kaye Webb, ‘The Best Children’s Book I read During the Last Year’, Children’s Literature in 
Education, 11, p. 42. Reynolds and Tucker, ‘Interview with Kaye Webb, 7 February 1995’, in Oral 
Archives p. 379. 
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a Puffin in 1973.25 Unusually it was then also published as a Penguin in 1974, an early 
example of a crossover book being marketed to child and adult audiences separately. 
In a rare reversal of the norm, School Librarian paid more attention to the Puffin 
edition than to the hardback one: 
[w]hen the hardback version of this saga appeared, very few school 
librarians would have felt bound to spend what it cost on a book of 
daunting length about rabbits. Perhaps it was the very ‘literary heritage’ 
style of the whole approach that deterred me at the start. But, having re-
read the book in the Puffin edition, I am glad that children can take on 
this great quest tale and judge for themselves whether it really grips 
them as much as it has the adults who award the prizes.26
Here is clear evidence of the difference which being published by Puffin could make to a 
book. The high price of the hardback version, coupled with an off-putting ‘literary 
heritage’ style, as Meek called it in the review above, ruled Watership Down out of a 
recommendation in School Librarian – something which had the potential to affect sales 
adversely. Crucially what gave the book a second chance was not just the publication in 
paperback at a much lower price, but the specific publication as a Puffin: in other words 
the reception of Adams’s book was affected by the publication format rather than just by 
the text. There is a suggestion that the price alone would not have caused Meek to re-read 
the book; the publication by Puffin provided the impetus to have a second look, which 
was repaid. The problem of expense was not only a consideration for School Librarian. 
The reviewer for Children’s Book Review considered that ‘[a]n abridged 200-page edition 
at £1.50 is what librarians and teachers really want’, suggesting that price was an issue, 
although length and inconsistent quality of writing also led to this conclusion.27
Watership Down ran to 416 pages in the hardback edition and 478 in Puffin – despite the 
fact that Webb cut the length of the book before its first publication. 
Watership Down played an important part in cushioning Puffin and Penguin 
financially at a time when other publishing companies struggled. If Watership Down 
showed Webb’s editorial taste at the height of her power, Robert Westall’s The Machine 
                                                 
25 Adams had already approached Rex Collings to be his hardback publisher. 
26 Margaret Meek, ‘Adams, Richard. Watership Down.’, School Librarian 21 (1973), 350. Watership Down
won the Carnegie Medal in 1972 and the Guardian Award in 1973. 
27 C. S. H. [C. S. Hannabuss], ‘Adams, Richard Watership Down’, Children’s Book Review 3: 2 (1973) 43-
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Gunners (1975) shows Webb’s vision of Puffinness starting to lag behind contemporary 
taste. In contrasting the Westall with Susan Cooper’s Dawn of Fear (1970), two different 
pictures of Puffinness emerge.28
The Machine Gunners or Dawn of Fear: two sorts of Puffinness 
I have always felt that THE MACHINE-GUNNERS publication in Puffin 
marked a significant shift in Puffin’s publishing to bring it more up to date 
and in tune with the times. So I think in the history of Puffin it goes down 
as being of great significance. 
- Liz Attenborough to Robert Westall, 11 March 1991, SS, Robert Westall Collection, 
RW/14/01/20f.167. 
Changes in management and practices at Penguin and the wider publishing industry in 
general meant that Webb was no longer at the cultural apex. She did recognize, both at 
the time and with hindsight, that her instinct was beginning to let her down.29 In 1979, the 
year of her retirement from Puffin, Webb wrote: 
I don’t really want to retire, but on the other hand I found my taste was flagging a 
little and I’m getting a bit old fashioned – I couldn’t abide all those swear words 
they kept popping into all the new books, and then felt guilty because I felt I was 
being old hat.30
A specific example of a book with ‘all those swear words in’ was Robert Westall’s The 
Machine Gunners (1975), published by Puffin in 1977. It is set in a fictionalised North-
East of England during World War II and the protagonist, Chas, and his bunch of friends, 
are working-class. Westall drew on elements of his childhood growing up in the same 
area for the book and the characters’ speech is peppered with swearing as well as using 
regional and working-class rhythms and vocabulary. All this adds to the sense of 
verisimilitude and emphasises the characters’ strong feelings, but it does not conform to 
the unwritten rule of providing ‘correct’ speech in books for children. An example will 
provide a flavour: 
‘If I could get hold of that bloody man I’d strangle him. He should’ve been 
                                                 
28 Robert Westall, The Machine Gunners (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1977) [1975]; Susan Cooper, Dawn of 
Fear (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1974) [1970]. 
29 See for example the following article in which interviews with editors of children’s books all talk of the 
part played by instinct: Pat Triggs and Tony Bradman, ‘The World of Children’s Books Part 1: The 
Editors’, Books For Keeps, Issue No. 10 - September 1981 available online at 
<http://www.booksforkeeps.co.uk/issues/10/29686> [accessed 15/06/09].  
30 Kaye Webb to Brian Jackson, 28 November 1979, SS, KW/07/06/17. 
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strangled at birth. Snotty-nosed gyet. He’s really done for your granda, y’know. 
He was going to brew some tea when it happened. It blew him all the way down 
the yard and split the back of his top-coat from top to bottom. The buggers 
couldn’t kill him at Caparetto in 1918, but they’ve nigh done for him this time. 
It’s a crying shame he’s past it: twenty years ago he’d have seen the buggers off. 
Riff-raff. What’s Hilter [sic] more than a house-painter, when all’s said and 
done?’31
This tirade against Hitler is delivered by Nana, Chas’s grandmother, the morning after 
she and her husband’s house has been bombed. She is angry and frightened and the 
speech reflects this. By contrast the following extract from Susan Cooper’s Dawn of Fear
(1970), also set in World War II and about a gang of boys, shows how Derek’s mother 
breaks the news of the death of Peter, one of his best friends: 
‘Darling,’ his mother said. ‘There is some very bad news. You must be a brave 
boy.’ Her hand clenched hard around his. ‘Derry darling, the house that was hit 
last night was Peter’s house. Peter and his mother and his father and Miss 
MacDonald were all killed instantly by the bomb.’  
Derek sat very still. The rail at the end of his bed was golden-brown where the 
sunlight was touching it. 
‘They didn’t feel any pain,’ his mother said. ‘It was all over in a moment, and 
they couldn’t even have known what was happening. The bomb fell right on top 
of the house.’32
There is only five years between the books’ first publication, and three between their 
publication by Puffin, but the tone and vocabulary are a world apart. Both books are 
moving and thoughtful depictions of how air raids affected children during World War II, 
and there are similarities in the action: the two groups of boys make their own shelters 
and have feuds with other gangs. Cooper’s protagonists are a year or two younger than 
Westall’s but both groups have a great deal of independence to roam around outside. 
What differentiates them is the version of Puffinness which each book reveals. In Dawn 
of Fear Derek’s mother is protective, emphasising the lack of pain of the death. The 
language is simple, in conventional speech with no dialect. The deep emotion of the 
situation is conveyed by Derek’s unnatural stillness and lack of external reaction, while 
noticing the small detail of the sunlight on his bed. The cause of the deaths is not 
                                                 
31 Westall, The Machine Gunners, p. 59. 
32 Cooper, Dawn of Fear, p. 128.  
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mentioned; there is no mention of the enemy; the emphasis is on helping Derek to cope 
with the bad news. This is a depiction of a close, middle-class family whose concern is to 
minimise the physical horrors of war for their son, and thus for the implied reader. Chas, 
a couple of years older than Derek, hears of his grandparents’ narrow escape in graphic 
vernacular with no attempt to gloss over the horror: his grandfather’s coat was split ‘from 
top to bottom’ and he was nearly ‘done for’. Hitler is held personally responsible for the 
damage and his death openly desired. Both Chas and the reader are brought an 
uncompromising sight of the consequences of war for children in Britain. The two books 
are Puffin books, both in the literal sense of being published by Puffin and in their 
incorporation of Puffin qualities, but it is evident that a new sort of Puffinness is 
emerging. Dawn of Fear can be characterised as the ‘safe’ Puffin: the three boys’ 
lovingly-built camp is ruined by a rival gang and Peter’s treasured toy gun is stolen 
which leads to a vicious fight, and Derek’s best friend Peter is killed in an air raid, both 
of which are tragedies, albeit of different proportions. But the gang war ends with an 
older boy taking their part and sparing Derek, Peter and Geoff from the worst of the fight, 
and although the death of Peter is the end of innocence about the true nature of war, there 
is some closure in the return of Peter’s gun by the rival gang. The Machine Gunners
constructs a tougher, grittier reality, through the language used and in the less comforting 
closure. Chas and his friends have earned peer respect for their bravery in fighting off 
what they believed to be a German invasion. However in firing a real machine gun they 
face punishment from their parents and from the courts. Two of the gang will have to be 
taken into care. Webb had moved Puffin a long way since arriving in 1961 and had 
published many books which interrogated disturbing or complex subjects, some of which 
have been discussed in the previous chapter. What was problematic about the Westall 
book was the language, which overstepped her boundaries for Puffin acceptability. Webb 
described the book as ‘such a strong story’ and there is no suggestion that she had 
reservations about publishing it from a literary point of view, but she did take issue with 
what to her was the large amount of swearing in it and it can be seen to symbolise the 
differences between Webb’s judgements and her successors’.33
The issue of what is suitable language for children’s books – and indeed for children 
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in a variety of media – is never straightforward. What is acceptable to one group of 
people is unacceptable to another; times change and what was shocking in one decade 
becomes less so in the next. Maria Nikolajeva has written about how new subjects in 
children’s literature start on the border of a semiosphere, or circle of related subjects, and 
then over time progress to being central while new subjects come onto the edge. This is 
how new subjects become less taboo; a sort of acclimatisation to what was once 
shocking, if the conditions for it are conducive. Conditions identified by Nikolajeva as 
necessary are: wide use, frequency of use and high status. Thus Puffin, as guardian of 
high-status books which aimed to provide books which were read widely and often, was 
ideally placed to move a subject or trend from the periphery of its semiosphere to the 
centre, or conversely to keep it out on the boundary. Webb felt this burden of 
guardianship keenly, although it was not something she would have articulated in 
Nikolajeva’s terms.34
Having successfully defined quality children’s literature through the Puffin list for 
almost two decades, partly through a keen awareness of Puffin’s image and reputation for 
safety, Webb did not want to lower her standards without a fight; not least because it was 
in part what the financial success of the imprint was based on. The necessity to uphold 
the Puffin reputation is what she used to persuade Westall to rethink the cuts which she 
was suggesting:  
Dear Robert Westall  
 […] “I know this sounds a bit lilly-livered [sic] but now that we have the 
Federation of Puffin School Bookclubs selling direct into schools and to the 
children, ‘sight unseen’ so to speak, with just a short blurb attached to a picture of 
the book, we are running into problems with prissy parents writing to headmasters 
who get very fussed and feel it isn’t worth the trouble taking the books if they 
then have to find the stamina to deal with irate fathers who say, ‘how dare you 
send my son home with a book full of this sort of language…’. 
Webb praises the book itself, describing it as ‘the very book for older readers’, thus 
distinguishing between criticism of the book and a practical problem – prissy parents – 
which is associated only with some specific swear words within the book. She will 
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respect Westall’s views, but points out that ‘getting it on to the Federation list would 
mean 5,000 to 10,000 more children reading it which can only be good’. It should be 
noted that at this stage the book was not even published by Puffin and so cannot have 
been the subject of any objections; this was simply Webb’s anticipation. Nevertheless it 
was part of her job to consider anything which might affect a book’s sales, even though 
she supposes that ‘by now I shall be your least favourite Editor, and I’m very sorry, but it 
does seem worth considering.’35 There is an echo here of the reaction by Joan Lingard’s 
agent to the suggestion of a book set during the Troubles: her objections were also 
couched in terms of the likely damage to sales from libraries. Undoubtedly commercial 
considerations are a genuine concern for publishers and agents, but there is a touch of 
disingenuousness about Webb’s projection of her unease about the swearing onto ‘prissy 
parents’. It enabled her to align herself with Westall and show that the problem was not 
of her own making, even though she admitted later that she did have difficulty with the 
level of swearing. 
An examination of correspondence between Westall and other editorial staff at Puffin 
and Viking Kestrel, makes it clear that, while her concern about the frequency of 
swearing in The Machine-Gunners was legitimate, she was alone in finding it such a 
significant problem. In later books, swearing was not the only editorial issue: in 1986, 
Annie Winterbotham at Puffin/Viking Kestrel was corresponding with Westall about Urn 
Burial to negotiate some changes which would avoid sexism. The outcome was a 
compromise: she is pleased that the book has ‘some of the sexier (and sexist) bits 
removed’.36 Despite winning the Carnegie Medal twice – the other winning book was The 
Scarecrows – and being published many times, Westall’s writing did cause editorial 
headaches for other editors and compromise could be difficult, if not impossible, to 
reach.37  
Even in 1987 The Machine Gunners was attracting complaints. Liz Attenborough, 
then Editorial Director of Puffin Viking Kestrel, wrote to Westall saying,  
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you might like to know that we still get letters about THE MACHINE-
GUNNERS – one last week was expressing deep shock that we should publish 
such a thing, and even greater shock that it could have won the Carnegie Medal.38   
By this stage, there was no question of censure in Attenborough’s tone, but it does show 
that Webb was right to consider the (adult) audience response to the book, even if her 
reasons were perhaps as much personal as editorial. In fact when asked about it after her 
retirement Webb could not recall any complaints about The Machine-Gunners while she 
was at Puffin.39 Westall however said ‘I have had a lot of bother over the years because 
'The Machine Gunners' contains swearing. But I am quite unrepentant. Children do swear 
a lot and that's a fact. I wanted the book to be realistic’.40 Eleanor Graham’s refusal to 
publish The Hobbit became a symbol of her lack of sympathy with the reality of the 
present; Webb’s distaste for, although not refusal of, some aspects of books such as those 
by Westall and Roald Dahl, was her equivalent moment. She acknowledged the dilemma, 
saying ‘it was very difficult because one had to acknowledge that this was happening and 
that writers were deliberately conveying what they wanted to convey.’41  
As Liz Attenborough’s comment at the beginning of this section shows, Puffin took 
great pride in the decision to publish Westall’s work. His writing was highly regarded 
and they could defend it when criticism came in. For Webb, this whole-hearted defence 
was obviously going to be more difficult and is an indication of different responses 
between one editor and subsequent ones in their reaction to the same author. Tony Lacey, 
Webb’s successor at Puffin, described her as ‘very hot on’ swearing and sex in children’s 
books: 
[S]he hated anything that had any kind of sexual nature in it at all, or language. 
And she may have been right, she may have been right for the time or for the list, 
or generally I don’t know. I did begin to find that slightly oppressive’.42
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There is a certain irony in this, given the colourful nature of Webb’s life, but of course 
there is a vast difference between what happens in an editor’s life and what is suitable in 
a children’s book.  
As Lacey hinted at above, Puffin had its reputation as trustworthy and safe to uphold, 
and there were people who continued to share Webb’s concerns about this book. On the 
other hand, children and society were changing and Puffin could not afford to ignore this 
fact. Puffinness needed to change to continue to appeal to readers, but this did not mean 
lowering literary standards. Dawn of Fear represents the safer, older side to the Puffin 
list, while The Machine Gunners provides something more robust for readers but still 
worthwhile. 
Getting Bogged Down in The Jumbles, Mumbles and Fumbles Sub-committee 
Not only did Kaye Webb find herself increasingly out of sympathy with some of the 
aspects of the new books to be published, but she was also finding the changing culture 
of Penguin Books to be problematic. Where once she was part of a group of senior staff 
and directors whose vision for their own departments was broadly similar, she was now 
the last member of a dying breed of employees who were publishers as opposed to 
business managers. A letter from Charles Clark makes this clear: 
it’s critically important that, as the last publisher on the Books board, you hang on 
to the role of Penguins as a publisher with all that the word means as an attitude to 
words, language & that ‘connectedness’ to society that is unique to Penguins – of 
which the Puffin Post & Puffin Club is, in my view, the outstanding champion.43  
Clark had been deputy chief editor of Penguin, joining the company in 1960, and was in 
charge of Penguin Education from 1966. In 1972 he moved to Hutchinson, in the wake of 
changes in Penguin after Sir Allen Lane’s death, and later became their chief executive.44
He was thus a very influential figure in Penguin’s recent history. He retained a strong 
interest in Penguin and it was his view that the company should be more concerned with 
its higher literary and social aspects than with purely financial and business concerns. His 
high regard for the Puffin Club and Webb is also evident. He continues: 
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I remain (as you know) very disturbed about the Puffin situation. To lose the 
Puffin attack & verve as you get bogged down in the Jumbles, Mumbles & 
Fumbles sub-committee of the Bumbles Group Working Party would be a disaster 
for Puffins & a betrayal of the children.45  
 Clark’s continuing interest in, and concern for, Penguin and Puffin standards 
encapsulates the emotions of what might be termed the ‘old guard’ at Penguin: they did 
not wish to see profit placed before standards, and this was a private plea to Webb, that 
she would keep up the fight, even though she might be the only one left fighting. Clark’s 
humorous dig at the proliferation of committees and meetings underlies a more serious 
point about the new direction of publishing and is echoed by Webb: 
They’ve evolved so many new committees down at Harmondsworth that I seem to 
spend all my time sitting in the Board Room going quietly to sleep while the same 
things are being said as were said the week before - I suppose that’s blasphemy, 
but I’m not really a Board Room type.46   
Webb’s focus at Puffin was always getting books to readers; sitting on the Board was 
something which she did to facilitate this but by the time she retired from Puffin in 1979 
she was becoming increasingly frustrated with some aspects of the Penguin operation. 
She was approaching 65 and at times crippled with arthritis. As Clark’s letter above 
suggests, she was becoming isolated on the Penguin board, and the new developments in 
publishing which were being implemented in order to keep up with new technology and 
new economics necessitated a different approach. This was difficult for her personally 
but ultimately enabled Puffin to progress to the next stage of its development. Towards 
the end of 1979 Webb was asked by Peter Mayer, recently appointed as chief executive 
of Penguin, to resign from the Penguin board. Webb’s response showed that she saw 
herself as part of a dying breed:  
I am aware that you and Jim, and I am sure Pat Gibson, must be getting very 
surfeited with references to Penguin loyalties and devotion to the Penguin image. 
But it remains a very vital thing, and is I am convinced nowhere more ingrained 
than in Hans Schmoller and myself. 
[…] 
I believe that you, and those who decided with you on the structure of the new 
                                                 
45 Charles [Clark] to Kaye Webb, n.d., SS, KW/07/01/05/02/01. 
46 Kaye Webb to Margaret Ingham, [c. 1976-1977], SS, KW/01/02/38/04. Margaret Ingham was a 
distinguished Australian librarian.
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Penguin Board, have entirely under-rated the effect of the removal of the two 
directors who, apart from Ron Blass, have the longest acquaintance with its 
history: memories which can be drawn upon when new enterprises are afoot, and 
even more important personal acquaintance with its staff, while including two 
comparative newcomers whose only justification for being there is that they were 
already Managing Directors of one of the new Groups. […] I feel that Hans 
Schmoller’s disappearance is even more disastrous than my own, I would gladly 
accept his presence on such a board on behalf of both of us. 
[…] 
I think it only fair to let you know that if there is to be no alteration to the present 
structure contemplated this would seem to be a suitable time to part company with 
a firm which would seem to me to have repaid loyalty with ingratitude in the case 
of one of its best members.  
[…] I expect after all this you would be jolly glad to see the back of me anyway, I 
can only repeat that while I am sure you have the firm’s well-being at heart, I 
think you are wrong.47
The situation was resolved and a letter confirmed that Webb would remain on the board 
for at least another year, concluding ‘I am so pleased that we are going to have your 
continued care and direction for the Puffin Clubs and that your presence at our Main 
Board meetings will continue to afford us your professional expertise’.48 It is difficult not 
to read an element of appeasement and face-saving in this solution: Webb’s retirement 
was postponed and Penguin could be seen to be retaining a link with the past.  
Tony Lacey  
Penguin was clearly ready to move away from the Webb era. Webb’s reminder to Peter 
Mayer of her long history with Penguin was ironically not the right approach to take. De 
Bellaigue said of Mayer that ‘[a] certain impatience with the establishment ethos of 
Penguin was inevitable’ and quotes Mayer as saying ‘“we have tried to get people from 
outside who didn’t have ‘a priori’ notions about Penguin”’.49 Webb had already tried to 
influence the succession in 1978 by approaching Julia MacRae, editor and director at 
Hamish Hamilton, about taking over from her at Puffin. This was done with Jim Rose’s 
involvement but MacRae felt unable to accept, feeling that she was ‘instinctively a 
                                                 
47 Kaye Webb to Peter Mayer, [1979], SS, KW/07/01/01/37. ‘Jim’ is Jim Rose, Penguin chairman since 
1973; Pat Gibson, chairman of Pearson Longman; Hans Schmoller came to Penguin as a typographer and 
was a fellow director of Webb’s. 
48 Ron Blass, to Kaye Webb, 17 October 1979, SS, KW/07/01/01/38. Ron Blass was vice-chairman of 
Penguin. 
49 de Bellaigue, British Book Publishing, p. 48. 
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hardback publisher’.50 Initially Alan Jameson came from BBC Education to work at 
Puffin and take over as editor in due course but he left, realising his unsuitability. Liz 
Attenborough described how there was a general realisation that a new editor could only 
succeed once Kaye Webb was completely retired and that was the basis on which Tony 
Lacey, her eventual successor, took over: 
we basically agreed that [Tony] could only take the job if Kaye left; it would be 
impossible to do the job if he had to do what Alan had done – hover around and 
try to get the hang of it – because if Kaye didn’t go how could he ever get 
anything done – make his mark or anything? […] There was terrible angst over 
it[.]51  
Lacey had joined Penguin in 1972 as a copy editor and worked in the Education Division 
and then for the Kestrel imprint as a non-fiction editor for several years. In 1979 he spent 
a year at Granada Publishing helping them to expand their children’s list before returning 
to Puffin to take over from Webb on 2 January 1980. The year which he had spent 
outside the firm, and his youth, gave him a very different approach to the books and to 
the whole Puffin department, just as Webb had brought in different experiences and ideas 
almost twenty years ago. He described Penguin as being ‘very editorially run’ whereas 
Granada was ‘a much more commercially run, much more sales and marketing oriented 
operation’. Lacey was happy to leave Granada after a year and return to Penguin but the 
experience gave him a glimpse of an alternative way of working which could inform his 
previous Penguin experience. He was less inclined to what seemed to him like 
prudishness, and less intimately involved in the Puffin quality, instinctive selection 
process by which Webb worked. Lacey did not have any involvement in decisions about 
The Machine Gunners since he was not at Puffin until after Webb’s retirement in 1979, 
but the more relaxed attitude to the swearing which he displayed once he was in charge 
highlighted the distance travelled by Puffin. He represented the future and Webb the past. 
For Puffin to progress artistically and retain its position in the new publishing and 
economic climate, his approach was necessary. Puffin’s future expansion will be 
discussed in the Conclusion. 
                                                 
50 Julia MacRae, to Kaye Webb, 28 June 1978, SS, KW/07/01/05/07/02. 
51 Reynolds and Tucker, ‘Interview with Liz Attenborough, Puffin Books’, (8 February 1995), in Oral 
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Tony Lacey several years later, once he was Puffin editor, greeted Westall’s book, The 
Scarecrows, (1981) in a much more welcoming way than Kaye Webb had greeted The 
Machine-Gunners, writing: ‘[w]hat a relief to read something that really does concern 
itself with genuine adolescent preoccupations. I thought it was very powerful and very 
moving, and would be delighted to have it on the list’.52 That Lacey is more in tune with 
current readers in his belief that Westall is an author who engages young readers is 
supported by a book report from Benjamin Pilling, son of a Kestrel author, who has read 
another of Westall’s books, Futuretrack 5. (1983). He was 11½ years old at the time and 
described as a sophisticated reader, but his comment is: ‘I thought that the swearing was 
the best part, – typical of me’.53
Webb’s departure from Puffin was not a clean break. She continued to edit her 
beloved Puffin Post magazine and made efforts to be involved at a consultational level 
with the editorial work but it was an uneasy situation for both Webb and Tony Lacey. 
Although she had been aware for several years that retirement was inevitable in the not- 
too-distant future, the reality was difficult to bear and left Webb feeling bereft. She wrote 
to Patricia Ayres: 
I’m feeling a bit low at the moment because Peter Mayer, our new God in 
Penguins, has decided that I should leave Puffins, virtually anyway – he’s kicking 
me upstairs to be a consultant and given editing the magazine and running the 
Club to Puffin Editorial, which is Tony Lacey and his team, and I simply feel as if 
I’d lost a child.54
For his part, Lacey found her continued presence with a rather undefined role awkward: 
I was asked to involve Kaye a bit…Kaye was sort of lurking around on the fringe, 
and I’m afraid that I decided that Kaye was such a strong character that I didn’t in 
fact at all, and she went down to Harmondsworth and ran the Club and used to 
periodically complain to Peter Mayer that I never talked to her, which was true 
but it was all deliberate [sic] kind of position because I thought if I came under 
her spell it would be impossible.55
In February 1982, when Kaye Webb was preparing to step down as editor of Puffin Post
(having already taken retirement from her post as editor of Puffin books) she wrote a 
                                                 
52 Tony Lacey to Robert Westall, [n.d.], SS, RW/14/01/20 f.6. 
53 Benjamin Pilling, book report, SS, RW/14/01/20f.31. 
54 Kaye Webb to Patricia Ayres, 4 March 1982, SS, KW/01/02/08/15. 
55 Reynolds and Tucker, ‘Interview with Tony Lacey’, (16 August), in Oral Archives, p. 199. 
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memo to Lacey in which she outlined the arrangements already in hand for the next issue 
of Puffin Post – detailing what contributions were already solicited, promising a list of 
which artists to approach for cover illustrations, explaining who on the staff was good at 
doing the layouts and other details of the editing of the magazine. There is an overlay of 
business-like efficiency to her writing; a sense that she is just trying to be practical in 
letting Tony Lacey know what the current situation is. But underlying this is the feeling 
almost of fear that things will not go on in exactly the same way without her. At one level 
she tacitly acknowledges that Lacey may wish to make his own decisions and make 
changes – ‘you may feel that you’d prefer to make a swap’ of two people’s jobs, while 
the next moment giving some quite specific advice – ‘because I’m not sure that Jane 
Walmesley is sufficiently sophisticated to do Puffin Post in the normal way’. With such 
detailed advice coming from his predecessor, it is no wonder that Lacey felt it would be 
impossible to be fully in control of Puffin until Webb was out of the way. She might have 
been talking about herself when she said of Eleanor Graham on retirement that she was 
‘miserable. Because this was her baby and she was the important one.’56
What Puffin Did Next 
Following Webb’s retirement, Puffin moved rapidly into a new era of publishing. The 
business by now was vertically integrated, which is to say that it had hardback as well as 
paperback imprints, something which was more efficient and made the company less 
dependent on negotiating licenses with other firms. Vertical integration was a desirable 
business model and one which Puffin practised from the late 1970s with great success. 
By this time Penguin had acquired the hardback children’s imprint Longman Young 
Books, renamed Kestrel. Webb, as children’s editorial director, initially had oversight of 
Kestrel but in the early 1980s Liz Attenborough ran Kestrel and Tony Lacey ran Puffin. 
De Bellaigue describes how ‘they swiftly made a practice of working together, buying 
jointly and using their combined strengths to secure authors’.57 Alongside different 
publishing methods a different type of book was being published alongside the more 
recognisable Puffin books, exemplified by a book of instructions for doing the rubiks 
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cube: You Can Do the Cube (1981) by Patrick Bossert. 58 This was a world-wide 
phenomenon in an utterly different way from Watership Down in the preceding decade: 
the author was twelve and the book capitalised on the latest playground craze. It was not a 
book which was intended to be a slow but steady seller, or to introduce readers to a series 
or an author who would generate a loyal readership; it set a wholly different pattern from 
the ‘nurse for 5, sell for 20’ model which Graham and Webb had so appreciated. The 
book was published in seventeen editions around the world which sold 1.5 million copies. 
It headed the bestseller lists on The Times and the New York Times for the whole of 
1981.59 Here was a new version of Puffinness for the 1980s which seems to have little in 
common with the lovingly nurtured titles produced in the preceding decades, aimed at 
building a community of readers and a long-lasting book with the capacity for years of 
sales. However it can also be seen as an extension of Webb’s practices: under Webb, 
Puffin commissioned and published puzzle books, quiz books and joke books, for 
instance. While these have a longer-lasting appeal than a short-lived craze, their purpose 
is straightforward amusement centred round children’s interests.   
The last issues of Puffin Post were published in 1983 and the club was shut down. 
What continued under the name of Puffin Post was in actual fact a continuation of the 
operation responsible for direct selling of Puffin books to schools. Evidence suggests that 
the original intentions of the Club were regarded as an idiosyncrasy of Webb’s which 
should be allowed to die the natural death it deserved. Liz Attenborough who succeeded 
Tony Lacey as editor of Puffin, having worked as a commissioning editor for Kestrel 
before that, said: 
it was Kaye’s work of utter genius – but when you look at the Puffin Club it had 
very little to do with books. Puffin Post magazine; which used to wing its way to 
thousands of children’s homes; was all about bird watching and how to make 
knots, and having a good time, and occasionally about books, which is lovely, but 
it was, perhaps, more than a book publisher should do.” (7).   
In fact Puffin Post was very much to do with books, even when talking about tying knots 
and watching birds, as was demonstrated in Chapter 5, but the management view was that 
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it was a financially unjustifiable burden on the company and it is true that it did take a 
disproportionate share of Puffin resources. Webb was frustrated that money raised as a 
direct result of Puffin Post was removed into general funds rather than benefiting the 
club. She was planning a book about Odway, shortly before Jill McDonald’s death in 
1982, as a means of raising money specifically for the club. Undoubtedly the financial 
situation of the early 1980s meant that every area of expenditure had to be looked at 
carefully. It does seem however that no one with power on the Puffin editorial team could 
see any value beyond the financial and when there was no evidence for this, it had to 
stop. Such a seemingly black-and-white attitude to profit is a reflection of the continuing 
move away from the Allen Lane ethos of treating Puffin as a slip-road in to Penguin, and 
towards the multi-national company ethos. Webb’s fear had been that it was difficult to 
see a direct financial connection between Club and sales. Over the years she had taken 
care to point out any areas where the Club showed its marketing benefits. For example, 
the annual Puffin Exhibition, allied to the club, sold books and thus could quantify its 
effect. What was more difficult to measure was any effect on sales as a result of the 
exhibition but which occurred afterwards. For Liz Attenborough, assessing the Club 
dispassionately from outside its glory years, it was an obvious area to cut albeit one 
which she still feels defensive about.  
Conclusion 
Throughout the 1970s Puffin, under Webb, continued to expand and achieve success 
commercially while never losing sight of the Puffin reader who deserved only the best. 
By the end of the 1970s Britain had undergone severe economic decline resulting in the 
need for changed working practices in many industries, including publishing. Social 
spending cuts, unemployment and inflation put financial pressure on businesses to 
maximise efficiency if they were to survive. As a result children’s book publishing came 
to be seen more as a financial asset and less as a social and educational operation which 
could to a certain extent incorporate an element of philanthropy. Webb, as she was aware, 
had shown through Puffin’s success that children’s books could make considerable 
profits and deserved to be taken seriously. The corollary to ‘growing up’ in this way was 
that children’s books could now be viewed as commodities and the readers as consumers, 
something which she regretted.  
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Under Webb Puffin had increased the range of implied readers it addressed and had 
remained in the vanguard of children’s publishing by keeping abreast of new writing and 
new subjects through the 1970s. Throughout, Webb had never lost her vision of 
Puffinness even though it evolved over time. Following Webb’s retirement, Tony Lacey 
continued to champion quality, welcoming gritty writing like that of Robert Westall 
which he felt was exactly right for the readers he had in mind. As well, he seized 
opportunities for commercial success by exploiting crazes, such as for the rubiks cube, 
with books which would sell high numbers quickly, without necessarily moving onto the 
backlist. Puffinness was changing, as was necessary, but possibly never to be such a 
definable quality in the future. No future editor of Puffin was ever as associated 
personally with the brand as Webb. The concluding section of the thesis sums up the 
achievements of the Webb-Puffin alliance during the 1960s and 1970s, defining the 
Puffin phenomenon. 
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Conclusion: a Puffin Phenomenon 
Your achievement will be history; not just publishing history but social 
history – what the Germans call “Kultergeschichte”. Among the plethora 
of western vulgarity and decadence you have done something fine and, I 
hope, lasting. 
- Hans Schmoller to Kaye Webb, 12 November 1979, Seven Stories, the Centre for 
Children's Books, Kaye Webb Collection, KW/07/06/26.   
This study has grown directly out of the existence of the Kaye Webb Archive held by 
Seven Stories, the Centre for Children's Books. The availability of Webb’s personal 
collection of papers offered the opportunity to investigate a key figure in the making of 
modern children’s literature from a variety of perspectives. Webb’s archive contains 
business papers and personal correspondence together with evidence of how she saw 
herself, both as an editor and as a person. It is this fusion of editor and individual, 
professional and personal, that is immediately striking on reading her papers: the 
boundaries between the two are frequently blurred. I came to this project expecting to 
find evidence of how an editor shaped individual books, instead I found evidence of how 
an editor influenced an entire period of children’s literature, one which even at the time 
was recognised as ‘golden’ in the quality of the writing. Intriguingly, I also found 
evidence of how an editor was herself shaped, through her family background and early 
work. Puffin, as the children’s paperback imprint of Penguin, the ground-breaking and 
iconic paperback publisher, has a significance in the creation of today’s children’s 
publishing industry which has been largely overlooked. Puffin, as the means by which an 
entire generation of children received the opportunity to discover books which were often 
challenging, often innovative, but always striving to provide the highest literary 
standards, has generally been overlooked in favour of detailed examination of the books 
and authors who contributed to the second ‘golden age’. This thesis has begun the task of 
addressing these lacks by showing that Puffin is an important part of Penguin’s story as 
well as of the history of the children’s book.  
Beginning this thesis with an examination of the history of Puffin books also sets it 
within the context of the parent company, Penguin, something which is necessary for a 
276
more complete understanding of Puffin. The purpose of providing this background was to 
enable the study of Puffin as an imprint and as part of the history of children’s books, and 
to correct some errors and misconceptions which have grown up, in particular concerning 
the first editor, Eleanor Graham. Puffin Story books began as a natural extension of 
Penguin, with its mission to reach wider audiences through new imprints. Despite 
wartime conditions which made publishing difficult, Puffin books flourished quietly and 
established a strong reputation for quality and reliability. Twenty years later, when 
Graham retired, she handed over a fine legacy to her successor, Kaye Webb, in the form 
of an eclectic list of approximately 160 books, mostly reprints but some commissioned 
specially, chosen in the belief that ‘nothing but the best is good enough when publishing 
for children’.1 Having discussed the making of Puffin books the thesis moves on to an 
investigation of the making of Kaye Webb as an editor. Here the archive material 
becomes a rich resource for its specific information on Webb’s career, and for the 
emerging picture of her personality. What little attention she is given in book histories 
generally suggests two things: that she had an unusual background for a children’s book 
editor and that her charisma and charm were as important as her work skills. In making 
these judgements commentators seem to be treating women as a special case. There were 
certainly unusual aspects to Webb’s career trajectory, not least the fact that she was a 
career woman at a time when this was the exception rather than the norm. Unlike some 
female children’s book editors she had no background in writing children’s literature or 
as a book seller or librarian. She had not worked with other editors and trained ‘on the 
job’. But male editors were not necessarily appointed because of a background in writing 
or selling literature. Some had a university education but no direct editorial experience at 
all when they began. Allen Lane acquired editors in a very instinctive, some might say 
haphazard, way and Webb’s appointment was part of this pattern of happening across 
someone who fitted with the Penguin ethos. Thinking of her as unusual for a publisher, 
rather than an editor, is less accurate if she is compared to male publishers. De Bellaigue 
speaks of ‘the colourful and idiosyncratic individuals whose personalities have so often 
                                                 
1 Margaret Clark, ‘Eleanor Graham’, Signal, (1972), 91-96 (91). 
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determined the character of their lists’; ‘colourful and idiosyncratic’ seems a fair 
description of Webb .2  
Whether or not Webb’s background was unusual, it enabled her to increase the 
number of Puffin books published each year from a maximum of thirteen under Graham 
to fifty-five in 1968. Sales increased too and as a result of these facts Webb feared that 
her legacy might be as a business-woman rather than an editor. In fact the two went 
together: business success added to the power of the artistic success, which in turn fed the 
business success, enabling more artistic adventurousness. It is the combination which was 
so powerful in establishing a Puffin phenomenon. Archive material relating to Webb’s 
first few months as editor at Puffin, in combination with notes and drafts of later speeches 
and articles, allows an investigation of the business methods and editorial priorities which 
Webb brought to Puffin. Simultaneously Webb was developing a strong sense of the 
Puffin identity both as a series and as a guarantee of quality in writing for children. These 
Puffin qualities when taken all together I have called ‘Puffinness’ and they represent the 
heart of Puffin publishing during the 1960s and 1970s. This sense of Puffinness is 
demonstrated through a snapshot of Puffin in 1963, a year in which almost every book on 
the list received an external acknowledgement of quality and when two important Puffin 
Original books were published: Clive King’s Stig of the Dump and William Mayne’s A 
Parcel of Trees.3
Puffin’s success, creatively and in business terms, enabled Webb to fulfil a long-held 
wish to start a Puffin Club, its antecedents in her experience at Lilliput and Young 
Elizabethan. The club and its magazine, Puffin Post, are often considered to be Webb’s 
finest achievement, for which she was given the 1969 Eleanor Farjeon Award. Webb was 
proud of the award, not least because she felt it celebrated her achievement as a promoter 
of reading rather than as a commercial publisher. The citation for the award supported 
this, saying ‘it is here, in her tireless efforts to make books a part of everyday life for 
thousands of children, that Kaye Webb’s main achievement lies’.4 The club helped to 
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create a community of readers who grew up with a love of quality literature, many of 
whom have gone on to influence literature and reading in the next generation. Nicolette 
Jones, children’s book reviewer for The Sunday Times and herself a founder member of 
the Club, wrote a long list of former Puffineers who have gone on to be distinguished in 
the arts, noting that ‘the achievements of old Puffineers may be one of Kaye Webb’s 
significant legacies. Charlotte Voake says that winning a box of paints in a Puffin Post
competition is what persuaded her she wanted to be an illustrator’.5 Other names she 
singles out include authors Michelle Paver, Virginia Nicholson, née Bell, great niece of 
Virginia Woolf, and Louisa Young; literary agent Felicity Rubinstein, and John Huddy, 
founder of the art gallery The Illustration Cupboard. Webb appreciated the potential 
influence of less obviously exciting careers too and took pleasure in knowing that former 
members hoped to read Puffins to their children and that teachers and librarians carried 
with them an expectation that reading would be exciting. In a public recognition of the 
way that Webb personified Puffin, the Farjeon award recognized that ‘each issue of the 
Puffin Post, which is alive with Kaye Webb’s own élan and enthusiasm, is a further 
enticement to children to read and go on reading’ and they did indeed go on reading.6
One of the most fascinating and significant aspects of a study of Puffin under Webb’s 
editorship is that her reign spanned two of the most innovative and important decades for 
children’s literature: the 1960s and 1970s. From the 1950s onwards there was an 
astonishing flourishing of writing for children by authors such as Joan Aiken, Alan 
Garner, Leon Garfield, William Mayne, Philippa Pearce and Rosemary Sutcliff, reaching 
a peak during the late 1960s and early 1970s. Puffin, which might be supposed to have 
been disadvantaged by being essentially a paperback reprint publisher, restricted to 
licensing other publishers’ choices, was actually at the centre of this creative period. With 
potential access to all children’s books published each year, it becomes obvious that the 
choices made by Webb for publication by Puffin had a great influence on shaping the 
canon; whatever was made available more cheaply would reach a larger audience, with 
the consequent potential for making some authors, books and genres more popular and 
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long-lasting than others. Thus a study of Puffin during this period is also a study of 
children’s book history over the same period more generally, since the development of 
each is so linked with the other.  
In order to investigate the extent of Puffin’s influence on the longevity of a genre, and 
the type of writing which is privileged within this genre, Chapter 6 examined historical 
fiction published by Puffin in the 1960s, finding that it too exemplifies Puffinness. 
Puffinness is also to be found in the realist fiction which was becoming an increasingly 
important and popular genre through the 1970s. Writers were developing more robust 
ways of approaching sensitive and difficult issues for readers as well as addressing 
racism, sexism and classism more directly than before. Webb was able to keep abreast of 
new trends and negotiate potentially controversial new writing and subject matter for her 
community of Puffin readers by looking abroad as well as at home for new books, and by 
continuing to keep Puffinness in mind when selecting books. Webb’s retirement and the 
end of a golden era in Puffin publishing and children’s books more generally coincided at 
the end of the 1970s. I do not believe that either caused the other but it sets a convenient 
boundary on an investigation into the Puffin Phenomenon.  
Was there a Puffin Phenomenon? If so, was Kaye Webb its creator? My conclusion is 
that there was and that it took the form of the development of a strong sense of Puffinness 
which informed Webb’s editorial decisions, coupled with the establishment of a 
community of readers who identified very strongly with Puffin books specifically, 
treating them as a series. Webb personally, as well as professionally, was at the heart of 
Puffin, so inextricably embedded that for eighteen years – and even now, for a generation 
of Puffin readers – Webb was synonymous with Puffin, as Penguin was with paperback. 
The result was to make Puffin an extremely influential imprint during the height of the 
second ‘golden age’. It was as significant for the author as it was for the reader: ‘[f]or a 
children’s author to be “Puffined” means he [sic] has arrived’, declared an article in The 
Times.7 ‘Excellent news: Penguins want to buy THE WEATHERMONGER’, Peter 
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Dickinson’s agent told him.8 The Weathermonger was Dickinson’s first book and to be 
recognised by Puffin at this stage in his career was an achievement. He continued to be 
published by Puffin, contributed to Puffin Post and is himself one of the authors whose 
books exemplify Puffinness.  
Puffinness resulted in literature of a particular standard. The essential requirement was 
literary quality, often recognisable by books which are multi-layered and repay more than 
one reading, or appeal to different ages for different reasons. Other characteristics include 
challenging writing which requires determination and sophistication to read, use of 
literary language, subtlety and ambiguity, encouraging readers to engage actively with 
the book. There will almost certainly be an underlying sense of conventional morality in 
a Puffin book, no matter what troubling subject matter has been discussed. Books will 
have integrity with no reliance on cheat tricks in fantasy and with a degree of 
psychological realism to characters, whether good or evil. These Puffin qualities are of 
course ideals and apply over the books as a whole. There are bound to be exceptions 
which, particularly with hindsight, seem not to have these attributes. But if Puffinness 
sounds dull, worthy and boring this is far from being the case, as readers’ responses in 
correspondence to Webb testify. Along with quality, Webb’s basic requirement of a book 
was that it was enjoyable to read, not a chore, and engendered a hunger to read more. She 
looked for gripping stories, thrilling adventures, imaginative fantasy, humour and at times 
downright silliness in her efforts to provide the Puffin community with something of 
everything. Webb’s continual search for books which exemplified Puffinness, and their 
subsequent publication by Puffin, resulted in her vision of Puffin quality becoming 
widespread. This is also part of the Puffin phenomenon: that the notion of readily 
available, reliable and enjoyable children’s books became taken for granted as a basic 
requirement for a healthy life: butter and eggs for the mind. 
Where next? 
There is the potential for taking this research much further in the future, in a number of 
different ways. In particular there is great scope for a detailed examination of the Puffin-
                                                 
8 Hilary Rubenstein to Peter Dickinson, 18 April 1968, Seven Stories, the Centre for Children's Books, 
Peter Dickinson Collection, PD/01/01/03/20. Peter Dickinson, The Weathermonger (Harmondsworth: 
Puffin, 1970) [1969]. 
281
related archive material housed at Bristol University Special Collections. This would 
provide evidence of many more of the editorial decisions made by Webb. As well as 
evidence covering a wide range of Puffin’s activities there is a file for each Puffin book. 
Marrying this detailed material with evidence already discussed in this thesis would add 
greatly to building up a picture of Puffin. This could be extended further through the 
availability at Seven Stories of original material relating to many authors and illustrators 
associated with Puffin. These include Joan Aiken, Peter Dickinson, Leon Garfield, Faith 
Jaques and Antony Maitland. Research which brings together information from archives 
in Seven Stories on Puffin authors and illustrators with the information available on the 
production of their books at Bristol University Special Collections has the potential to 
provide a much more rounded understanding of the practicalities of children’s book 
production and the details of that particular period of children’s book history. Eleanor 
Graham’s seminal period of editorship is ripe for close examination. Other areas for 
research which would continue the story started here include investigating other 
individual editors such as Grace Hogarth and Kathleen Lines, or other children’s book 
imprints, particularly the hardback publishers such as Oxford University Press, Faber, 
Jonathan Cape and the Bodley Head.  
An editor who attended the Puffin exhibition one year described the scene: ‘[a]t the 
centre of everything was Kaye Webb, meeting every child, introducing them to authors, 
discovering their likes and dislikes, selling them books, talking about books and showing 
books’.9 This is why there was a Puffin Phenomenon and why it was Kaye Webb who 
created it. 
                                                 
9 ‘Children’s Book Circle Eleanor Farjeon Award’, SS, KW/11/01/06. 
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APPENDIX A: Puffin Book Survey 1941-1979 
Notes on Appendix A 
The table shows all the Puffin Story Books published by Puffin from 1941-1979 
inclusive. This is followed by information on the author’s gender and nationality. The 
title is allocated to a genre and the final column indicates any major English-speaking 
awards won by the book and shows if it has been selected for one of the annual lists of 
best books of the year discussed in the thesis.  
Initially Puffin numbered the story books chronologically with the letters ‘PS’ in front, 
in addition to any ISBN number. Eventually this ceased, leaving just the ISBN number 
but as it is possible to extrapolate what the Puffin Story number would be, I have 
continued to number each book as if it had a PS number. Towards the higher numbers 
there are some gaps where in theory a book should exist chronologically, but there is no 
evidence of its existence on the British Library catalogue. I have indicated this in the 
table. The table only shows Puffin Story Books, since these are the focus of this study. 
For instance it does not include Picture Puffins or Peacocks. 
Deciding on how to allocate the titles to genres has raised interesting questions. Where 
there are Puffin catalogues to consult, books are placed in different categories from one 
year to another, so is not helpful as a guide. I concluded that the fewer categories there 
were, the easier it would be to draw conclusions about genres, so the table uses a few 
headings in a very general way. Realism, for instance, covers family and school stories. 
Fantasy includes science fiction and ghost stories as well as fairy tales, but there is a 
separate category for myths and legends. I have used ‘Young Puffin’ as a category since 
it is how these books are identified by Puffin, and it is often more relevant to think of the 
book as being for young children rather than as fantasy or realism etc. For extending the 
table in future, one solution to this imprecision over genres would be to give each text as 
many keywords as were relevant rather than restricting each book to one heading.  
The indicators of quality are largely an indication of whether or not the book makes an 
appearance in one of the lists by Elaine Moss or Naomi Lewis (see bibliography for full 
details) which make annual choices of the best books of a year. For convenience, these 
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are simply listed in the table as ‘best books’ followed by the year they cover. Any book 
which has an entry for ‘best books’ against it will have been selected specifically as a 
Puffin in that year, not as any other publisher’s version of the same title. These lists have 
been an invaluable source of contemporary reception for the books in this study but 
already it is clear that contemporary resources are becoming scarcer. As an example, the 
books of lists for two of the years, 1968 and 1969, have proved to be impossible to track 
down up to now. The British Library does not have copies even of many of the volumes 
that I have used in compiling the table. This means that the table is incomplete and I have 
been aware of this when using the table as a basis for other research. In due course I hope 
it will be possible to fill in gaps and extend the information included to make a more 
complete research tool. 
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APPENDIX B: Historical Fiction 1967 
The following table shows all historical fiction selected by Naomi Lewis for The Best 
Children’s Books of 1967 (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1969). The publisher given is the 
publisher of the book in 1967. The columns indicate references to each author in any of 
three critical texts:  
• Frank Eyre’s, British Children’s Books in the Twentieth Century (1971)
• John Rowe Townsend’s, Written for Children (1974)
• Humphrey Carpenter and Mari Prichard’s, The Oxford Companion to Children’s 
Literature (1984)
These texts have been selected because each aims to cover a wide and representative 
range of children’s literature and between them they cover a period long enough to assess 
the longevity of the books in comparison to Webb’s period of editorship. If the book 
appeared in hardback when on the 1967 list but was subsequently published by Puffin, 
the year is given in the final column. Any author with an asterisk is an author who has 
had at least one book published by Puffin, whether or not it was the title which appears 
on the 1967 list and regardless of what genre it was. 
Author Title Publisher Frank 
Eyre 
(1971)
John 
Rowe 
Townsend 
(1974) 
Carpenter 
and 
Prichard 
(1984) 
Date of 
later 
publication 
in Puffin if 
applicable 
E. M. 
Almedingen
Young Mark Oxford   
John and 
Patricia 
Beatty 
Campion 
Towers 
Chatto   
Phyllis 
Bentley* 
Ned Carver 
in Danger 
Macdonald     
Guliana 
Boldrini 
The Etruscan 
Leopards 
Bodley Head    
Helen 
Bush* 
Mary 
Anning’s 
Treasures 
Gollancz    1976 
Marie Butts Champion of 
Charlemagne
Bodley Head    
Nan 
Chauncy* 
Mathinna’s 
People 
Oxford   
Elizabeth 
Coatsworth 
The Hand of 
Apollo 
World’s Work  
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Author Title Publisher Frank 
Eyre 
(1971)
John 
Rowe 
Townsend 
(1974) 
Carpenter 
and 
Prichard 
(1984) 
Date of 
later 
publication 
in Puffin if 
applicable 
George 
Finkel* 
Twilight 
Province 
Angus & 
Robertson 
   
Barbara C. 
Freeman* 
The 
Forgotten 
Theatre 
Faber    
Leon 
Garfield* 
Jack 
Holborn 
Puffin   
Leon 
Garfield* 
Smith Constable    1968 
Elizabeth 
Goudge* 
Linnets and 
Valerians 
Knight Books   
Roger 
Lancelyn 
Green* 
The Luck of 
Troy 
Puffin   
Aylmer 
Hall 
The Marked 
Man 
Hart-Davis    
James O. 
Harvey 
The Gorge of 
Shadows 
Deutsch    
Eric 
Haugaard 
Orphans of 
the Wind 
Gollancz    
Ingrid 
Hesslander 
Girl from 
Pernau 
University of 
London Press 
   
C. Walter 
Hodges* 
The Marsh 
King 
Bell    1970 
C. Walter 
Hodges* 
The 
Namesake 
Puffin   
Geoffrey 
Household* 
Prisoner of 
the Indies 
Bodley Head    
Allan 
Campbell* 
McLean 
A Sound of 
Trumpets 
Collins   
F. E. 
Nichols 
The Free 
Traders 
Heinemann    
Scott 
O’Dell* 
The King’s 
Fifth 
Constable  
K. M. 
Peyton* 
Flambards Oxford    1976 
Mary 
Renault 
The Lion in 
the Gateway 
Four Square    
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Author Title Publisher Frank 
Eyre 
(1971)
John 
Rowe 
Townsend 
(1974) 
Carpenter 
and 
Prichard 
(1984) 
Date of 
later 
publication 
in Puffin if 
applicable 
E. K. Seth-
Smith 
Jonah and 
the Cat 
Harrap (for 
younger 
readers) 
   
Eleanor 
Spence* 
The 
Switherby 
Pilgrims 
Oxford   
Peter John 
Stephens 
The Perrely 
Plight 
Constable    
Rosemary 
Sutcliff* 
The Chief’s 
Daughter 
Hamish 
Hamilton 
(Antelope) 
  
Rosemary 
Sutcliff* 
The Hound 
of Ulster 
Knight Books   
Geoffrey 
Trease* 
The Hills of 
Varna 
Knight Books   
Geoffrey 
Trease* 
The White 
Nights of St. 
Petersburg 
Macmillan   
Henry 
Treece* 
Hounds of 
the King 
Knight Books   
Henry 
Treece* 
The Road to 
Miklagard 
Puffin   
Henry 
Treece* 
Swords from 
the North 
Faber    1979 
Henry 
Treece* 
Viking’s 
Dawn 
Puffin   
Henry 
Treece* 
Viking’s 
Sunset 
Puffin    
Henry 
Treece* 
Vinland the 
Good 
Bodley Head    1971 
Henry 
Treece* 
The 
Windswept 
City 
Hamish 
Hamilton 
(Reindeer) 
  
Henry 
Treece* 
The Dream-
Time 
Brockhampton   
Kenneth 
Ulyatt* 
The 
Longhorn 
Trail 
Collins    1974 
Ruth 
Underhill* 
Beaverbird Puffin    1967 
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Author Title Publisher Frank 
Eyre 
(1971)
John 
Rowe 
Townsend 
(1974) 
Carpenter 
and 
Prichard 
(1984) 
Date of 
later 
publication 
in Puffin if 
applicable 
Stanley G. 
Watts 
The Scop’s 
Apprentice 
Macdonald 
Ronald 
Welch* 
The Hawk Oxford   
Laura 
Ingalls 
Wilder* 
By the 
Shores of 
Silver Lake 
Puffin   1967 
Barbara 
Willard* 
The Grove of 
Green Holly 
Constable    1969 
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